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Abstract
A Western worldview pervades the social and psychological study of children. The current study employed a story-stem
method to qualitatively explore the daily and family life experiences of young Ghanaian primary school children in urban
Ghana through their story narratives. The recorded narratives of 69 5- to 8-year-old children were elicited through presenting
stems of common child-caregiver scenarios and thematically analysed. Five overarching themes were identified: daily
routines and concerns, child-caregiver interactions, spirituality, death-related fears and depictions, and responses to injury.
The narrative themes reveal the likely mental and physical occupations of these children, as characterized by household
chores, financial concerns and school concerns, as well as underlying cultural values through their portrayals of parenting
values, parental discipline and spiritual beliefs. Story stems depicting common childhood problems (e.g. knee injury)
sometimes evoked death and hospitalization subthemes following an escalation of health problems. Possible interpretations
for these findings are discussed, taking into account cultural, developmental and emotional factors. Story stems are a
promising and developmentally appropriate tool for qualitative analysts to investigate the experiences and worldview of
young children in non-Western cultures.
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Highlights
● Children’s daily-life accounts provide a window into life experiences, beliefs, coping strategies, and empathic

understanding.
● Children’s story stem narratives reveal understanding of culturally-embedded values; e.g. family duty, spirituality, and

caregiver discipline.
● Children perceive their caregiver’s instrumental support as a form of affection and emotional care.
● Story stems are a developmentally appropriate tool for qualitative explorations of culturally-mediated experiences.

Over the past two decades, there has been increasing
interest in the integration of children’s ‘voices’ into cross-
cultural and developmental research. Children’s narratives
offer first-hand perspectives of family life through

understanding their worlds, including subcultures of child-
hood on the one hand, and the wider cultural context, on the
other (Lansdown 2004). Developmental and family studies
have increasingly incorporated the voices of child partici-
pants, yet children’s voices still almost exclusively receive
representation from the Western cultures that dominate the
behavioural and social sciences (Keller and Kärtner 2013;
Weisner 2005). This inevitably undermines the potential
value of children’s narratives as portals to existing socio-
cultural scripts beyond or aside from Western frameworks
(Harwood et al. 1997; Tamis‐LeMonda et al. 2008).

A method that has been used clinically and in research
with young children to access their internal mental scripts
and social experiences is the story stem method. This
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semi-structured method involves presenting standard story
scenarios that are usually familiar and evocative to the child
and asks the child to create a narrative completion. Story-
stems have now been well used in research for studying a
range of personal and family-based constructs embedded in
social contexts from young children’s perspectives,
including child-parent attachment representations (e.g.
Allen et al. 2018), interparental interactions (e.g.
Castrechini Fernandes Franieck and Page 2017), family
instability (e.g. Coe et al. 2017), emotion regulation (Batki
2018), aggression (e.g. Arsenio and Ramos-Marcuse 2014),
and family and disease-specific beliefs (e.g. Winter et al.
2011).

Story stems likely lend themselves to understanding chil-
dren’s thoughts and feelings in different cultural contexts.
Firstly, story-telling is universal; from a young age, stories are
used to transmit cultural knowledge and to allow children to
communicate details about their lives with decreased inhibi-
tion (Plokar et al. 2017). Secondly, young children tend to
struggle to express themselves well and openly with direct
interview methods and may be more amenable to indirect
methods like story stems. Through presenting relatable sce-
narios to children, they are invited to participate in a creative
storytelling process that is understood to tap indirectly into
their cognitive scripts, memories, representations of self in
relation to others, unconscious emotions, and/or behavioural
tendencies based on lived experiences and cultural percep-
tions (Clarke et al. 2017; Milojevich and Quas 2017; Yuval-
Adler and Oppenheim 2015). The typical and everyday-like
nature of the situations between children, and their caregivers
allows this technique potentially to be employed within dif-
ferent socioeconomic contexts, as well as in diverse ethnic
and cultural settings (Robinson et al. 2000; Dealy et al. 2019).
Furthermore, indirect methods such as story stems may be
particularly suitable for use in hierarchical societies in which
adult-child power disparities typically encourage conventional
or conformist responses to adult questioning (Adzahlie-
Mensah 2014).

Although story-stem completions are often analyzed
quantitatively by applying coding or rating schemes, quali-
tative methods can also be applied specifically to the narra-
tives produced, which may suit the cross-cultural exploration
of content themes that arise without imposing prespecified
coding frameworks that likely carry inherent culture-specific
assumptions. A qualitative approach also allows the
researcher to benefit from the contextual richness of the
child’s meaning-making of their family or social worlds via
storytelling that is often lost in quantitative approaches (e.g.
Castrechini Fernandes Franieck and Page 2017).

Our current study focuses on children in Ghana, a
developing West African nation with 31 million citizens
(United Nations 2019). Ghana was a British colony from
1874 until 1957, known then as the Gold Coast. British

influence upon the culture, education, and legal system is
still reflected in modern day Ghana (Dowden 2014). The
country’s official language is English, although 50-100
local languages and dialects are spoken represented by
many ethnicities (Quist 2003). The people of Ghana are
considered highly heterogeneous in cultural, linguistic, and
spiritual practices. While Ghana is comprised of hetero-
geneous groups, salient communal values characterize
Ghanaian sociocultural heritage such as mutual aid, obedi-
ence, and reciprocal obligation (Twum-Danso Imoh 2013).
Accra, the capital, exhibits influences from residents and
families drawn from different ethnic groups, who move to
the urban capital seeking economic and political opportu-
nities. In common with many African nations, recent dec-
ades have seen significant economic development which
has led to changes in family and living conditions, espe-
cially in urban areas (Arku et al. 2011; Ghana Statistical
Service 2014; Owusu and Afutu-Kotey 2010; Sam 2001).
However, despite urbanization efforts and the enhancement
of living conditions over the past decade, inequality con-
tinues to increase (Cooke et al. 2016). Almost a quarter of
inhabitants in Greater Accra live in poverty. Furthermore,
children are at forty percent more risk of living in poverty
than adults (Cooke et al. 2016).

Aside from the macro contexts of health and economic
development, contemporary family life in urban Ghana is
very little represented in academic literature. Although tra-
ditionally Ghanaian society was characterized by the
extended family system, in which child-rearing was a
communal practice, economic changes and Western influ-
ences brought by globalization have now paved way for the
rapid emergence of the nuclear or small family system,
where responsibility of child-rearing falls mainly on their
immediate caregivers (Boakye-Boaten 2010), parents who
move to urban cities for economic reasons depend on social
institutions like schools, church, and the media instead of
extended families act as ‘surrogate’ caregivers (Akyeam-
pong and Stephens 2002; Kuyini et al. 2009; Nyarko 2014).
Despite the pace of demographic change, children continue
to be raised to view themselves in relation to their relatives
and community (Sam 2001; Boakye-Boaten 2010) and
emphasis is placed on cultivating children’s sense of
belonging and relatedness with others. Parenthood is
viewed as the opportunity to train and instill Ghanaian
values, such as reciprocity, responsibility, respect, honesty,
humility, sense of obligation and the fear of God (Twum-
Danso Imoh 2013).

Ghanaians are also known to be deeply spiritual and
spend a considerable amount of time attending religious
functions, begin their non-religious meetings with prayers,
and show their religious devotion in every sphere of life
including marriage, education, economic affairs, politics,
and parenting (Okyerefo and Fiaveh 2017). Religion has a
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strong influence on parenting style and goals, reflecting the
intrinsic nature of socio-religious life in Ghanaian culture
(e.g. Okyerefo and Fiaveh 2017). Parenting and formal
education in Ghana focus on obedience as a core value to
facilitate children’s learning of all other values (Twum-
Danso Imoh 2013). Children’s subjective experiences are
likely shaped by their sociocultural reality, yet very little is
known about young Ghanaian children’s perceptions of and
beliefs and values permeating their daily life.

The current study is a qualitative thematic analysis of
narratives produced by Ghanaian primary school aged
children based on story-stems of daily family life in urban
Ghana. By utilizing an inductive approach to analyze the
narrative content produced by young children, the current
study aimed to interpret young children’s ‘voices’ without
imposing any coding frameworks to direct the focus of the
study. This study is a secondary study based on data ori-
ginally collated to test the utility of this set of story-stems in
this sample. Story-stems were combined with a validated
coding scheme used as a quantitative measure of child
attachment representations in a non-western context (see
Wan et al. 2017). The previous study found that all child-
parent attachment classifications were represented in the
Ghanaian sample (73 percent was securely attached).
Findings were based on observational (videotaped) evi-
dence from the child’s play, narrative (coherence and con-
tent) and behaviour that inform a series of rating scales.
Further, the study noted nuances in some children’s
responses that did not fit in typical ways into the MCAST
coding scales (e.g. representations of child-caregiver
proximity seeking were seen but seemed to be to relay
information rather than explicitly seek comfort; repre-
sentations of caregiver emotional warmth were less com-
mon in otherwise responsive caregivers), and may reflect
cultural attitudes and values, and the ecological setting in
Ghana. The current study focused on all forms of insight
(i.e. not on attachment-related information per se) gained
from children’s narrative content (not behaviour). The focus
was on overall narrative content that provides contextual
(i.e. culturally mediated) information, reflecting children’s
perceptions, experiences, beliefs and values in everyday
life. This offers a valuable and novel glimpse into the lives
of young Ghanaian children and provide a cultural per-
spective that has been rarely documented.

Methodology

Sample and Context

In Accra, the capital of Ghana, over 90 percent of school-
age children attend school, which is compulsory up to the
age of 15 years (Fink et al. 2012). English is the language of

instruction. In this region, both private and public schools
are commonplace, with 918 public primary schools and
1168 private schools in Greater Accra (Republic of Ghana
Ministry of Education 2013). Private schools account for
29% of all Ghanaian primary schools (2012/2013), and are
experienced by two thirds of children in peri-urban areas of
Greater Accra (McCullough et al. 2015). However, the
terms ‘private’ and ‘public’ must be placed in a relative
context; for example, not all private schools have access to
drinking water or have toilets (93% and 94% respectively in
Greater Accra). We actively sought the participation of both
types of primary school in order to obtain daily life narra-
tives that would be relatively representative of the socio-
economic diversity of urban Ghana. Participation to the
study was invited through schools who printed letters for
children to take home to show their family—the usual
mechanism through which schools communicated official
information to students’ families. No incentives were pro-
vided for schools’, children’s’ or caregivers’ participation,
with the exception of offering drinks and snacks for care-
givers attending one of two optional meetings offered to
discuss the project and complete basic questionnaires with
the researchers. These meetings were offered to target
caregivers who were unable to read or had very limited
reading competence and therefore could not have under-
stood the invitation letter or provide informed consent via
written material. As we recruited through schools, the voi-
ces of children from the most difficult backgrounds (e.g.
living below the poverty line, less engaged caregivers, or
with no sufficient English language proficiency to read),
who were likely to be occasional or non-attenders, were
likely to be excluded. However, based on anecdotal evi-
dence from the public school, many families were moti-
vated for the child to attend school to ensure the child
received at least one meal a day (i.e. a free school meal).

English-speaking children, aged between 5 and 8 years,
were recruited from a private and a public primary school in
the Greater Accra region, Ghana. Informed consent was
obtained from the parents or caregivers for N= 76. 7 were
excluded from analysis (N= 7 due to poor audio quality
and N= 1 had lived in the United States for a long period),
resulting in a final sample of N= 69. Our sample consisted
of 38 (55%) girls and 31 (45%) boys with a mean age of
7.22 years (SD= 0.95 years). N= 31 (45%) children were
recruited from a public school and 38 (55%) from a private
school, distributed as follows: 23.2% in Year 1, 50.2% in
Year 2, and 26.1% in Year 3. Although we sought to recruit
children from 5 years of age, many Year 1 students were in
fact older (than stated in official records) and had started
school later, while some lacked confidence in their English
competence, despite all school instruction being in English.
The primary caregiver, to be depicted in the story stem, was
identified as: 79.7% mothers, 5.7% grandmothers, 4.4%
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fathers, 7.3%, aunts; older sibling 2.9%. Highest occupa-
tional status in household was distributed across the sample
as follows: 9 (13%) professional or managerial, 25 (36.2%)
skilled manual, 14 (20.3%) semi-skilled and 21 (30.5%)
unskilled.

Measures and Procedure

The Manchester Child Attachment Story Task (MCAST;
Green et al. 2000) is a validated story-stem and doll play
method that comprises two components, a ‘story stem’

procedure and a coding scheme for classifying attachment
(see Allen et al. 2018). The current study utilised only the
procedure, which presents four semi-structured scenarios or
‘stems’ that were likely to be familiar to young children
(having a nightmare, hurting your knee, having a stomach-
ache, and getting lost). This procedure was designed to
elicit story completions from which, in the original MCAST
measure, the child’s attachment classification is usually
evaluated. However, as children create stories from these
stems (free responses with non-leading prompts from the
interviewer), there is potentially rich contextual information
that is captured beyond attachment-specific information.
The story-stem scenarios mainly take place in the home, as
represented by a doll’s house, and dolls are taken to
represent the child (e.g. “Isabel-doll”) and caregiver (e.g.
“Auntie doll”) who are present in each story-stem. The
same four story-stems were used in the current study after
minor adjustments were made to the story stems to ensure
cultural relevance, mainly in the use of appropriate doll-
house props to match more closely Ghanaian homes (e.g.
most of the furniture was removed, the stove was replaced
with a large pot), script amendments to accommodate ver-
nacular expressions (e.g. “pain in his stomach” instead of
“stomach ache”), as well as changing locations to culturally
relevant ones (e.g. market in place of shopping centre, for
further details see supplementary materials and Wan et al.
2017). Non-leading prompts are used to encourage a more
complete response and standard probes address the feelings
and thoughts of the child and the caregiver.

The story stems were administered by a single adminis-
trator in school in a private room or space that was also
familiar to the child, with no other people present. The
administrator first asked the participant about who “mainly”
took care of them at home and engaged the child with the
doll’s house and props to establish rapport and find out their
primary caregiver to be referred to in the story stems). A
practice (control) story-stem (“Breakfast”) was used prior to
the ‘test’ stems to familiarize the child with the task and
enhance rapport. Each story stem task lasted for an average
of 15 min, ranging 10–25 min. Separately, parents com-
pleted or were administered a brief questionnaire on basic
sociodemographic and family background characteristics.

Thematic Analysis

Qualitative thematic analysis (TA) provides researchers with
the flexibility and theoretical freedom to inductively explore
recurrent patterns of children’s meaning-making, without
being confined to pre-set and limiting coding frames or par-
ticular themes (Braun and Clarke 2006; Guest et al. 2011).
TA allows for a rich description of the dataset in relation to a
broad research aim to gain a cross sectional view of experi-
ences related to the children’s perspectives of family and
cultural life (Braun and Clarke 2006; Braun et al. 2017).

Independent verbatim transcriptions of videotaped story-
stem completions were analysed for content themes using
QSR NVivo 11 software to manage the categorization of
data and search for recurrent words. Data analysis and
interpretation followed the guiding framework for TA
proposed by Braun and Clarke (2006). Transcripts were
coded using an open “data-driven” approach guided by the
team, and an inductive process was employed whereby
small units of data were scrutinised, interpreted, and
grouped into themes, following an iterative process until all
categories of meaning are exhausted. During refinement of
themes, data were reviewed on two levels: (1) Coded
extracts were reviewed against the themes, which were
refined at points when data extracts were not aligned with
proposed themes; (2) After code consolidation and dissol-
ving particular themes the thematic map was reconceptua-
lised. Codes were also organised into overarching themes
and subthemes. Finally, narrative flow, coherence, and
meaning of selected supporting extracts were reviewed.

All initial coding was carried out by a psychology
postgraduate (NH) with some training in qualitative meth-
ods and of thematic analysis from other co-authors (the
supervisory team). Following initial coding, the output was
discussed thoroughly with the supervisory team of devel-
opmental and clinical psychologists with qualitative
research experience and expertise in studying children,
cultural psychology and the MCAST (AD, MWW, KB).
The following measures were taken to ensure quality and
rigour: (1) the thematic analysis was conducted blind to all
child and family background information; (2) a reflexive
approach and log were utilized throughout the analysis
process; (3) analysis was completed in regular consultation
with the other authors; the operational description of codes
was discussed and a refined coding frame was jointly
finalized to ensure coding frame transparency (Joffe 2012).

Results

Five overarching themes were identified from children’s
narratives: daily routines and concerns, child-caregiver inter-
actions, spirituality, death related fears and depictions, and
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finally choices to address physical injuries (Fig. 1). Each
theme, with their subordinate themes, are described below,
and excerpts used to ground extracted themes into the
experiences of children and to portray similarities and varia-
tions in accounts within themes Table 1.

Daily Routines and Concerns

The daily routines and concerns theme covers everyday life
encompassing going to school and money concerns as sub-
themes that children raised spontaneously, while household
chores, recreational activities, and sharing mealtimes had been
introduced or prompted in the story stems.

The school subtheme (24.6%) typically described the
caregiver instructing the child, or the child thinking about,
getting ready to go to school. Some narratives described the
caregiver reprimanding the child for not attending or for
being late to school or monitoring their studies.

She [Mother] call A-doll “Every day you are going to
school, but you don’t wake up!” And she told A-doll
wake up! [Girl-7Y-Getting Hurt Stem]

Other narratives described caregivers articulating their
academic aspirations for the child: e.g. “get first of class in
school” [Girl-8Y-Nightmare Stem]; “She [Mama-doll] is
thinking that K-doll to be a doctor” [Boy-8Y-Stomachache

Stem]. Such narratives may demonstrate the caregiver
expressing a desire for the child to make their family proud
or for financial help, or otherwise may reflect a form of
indirect praise of the child’s abilities—all of these inter-
pretations suggest a certain relational inter-dependence, and
each link with other (sub)themes.

Another unprompted subtheme raised by 15.0% of
children was money concerns, usually expressed as the
caregiver and/or child having limited or no purchasing
power, often with a sense of helplessness or sadness.
Children were highly conscious of the family’s financial
needs for food, school fees, hospital fees or ‘better’ housing.
Some narratives attested to the child’s preoccupation with
obtaining money for the caregiver, though how was less
clear. In other narratives, the child’s own desire to buy
goods was overlooked by caregivers to spend the limited
money amounts on essentials:

Then E-doll told her that she wants to buy this and
Aunty-doll said there is no money. The money she
had she use to buy food for E-doll. [Girl-6Y-Getting
Lost Stem]

G-doll said “give me money to go to school” And
father go say he don’t have money. [Girl-8Y-Getting
Hurt Stem]

Fig. 1 Thematic map of
children’s narratives of
family life
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While household chores were present in the content of
two story stems as duties undertaken by the caregiver
(cleaning in one stem, cooking in another) during which the
child is otherwise occupied (watching television, playing
outside), 31.8% of the sample described an array of
household tasks, including cleaning, washing dishes, tidy-
ing up, laundry, and helping caregivers while cooking, all of
which the child was generally expected to complete. Chil-
dren undertaking such duties often appeared in response to
stems not containing these themes. Household tasks were
sometimes done to please the caregiver when the caregiver
was otherwise preoccupied, or were not completed, leading
to disciplinary action:

She clean all the house before her Mama come. […]
She feel when her mother comes she will say her
“good working”. […] Mama came. He press the
button (doorbell) “Yes, mummy! Mummy!” “Wow!
and says to her “good working”. [Girl-7Y-Getting
Lost Stem]

So, A-doll was crying she did not do the work that
Mama-doll said and she went and sleep again. […]
And Mama-doll saw her sleeping and she came down
and she took cane and she came. [Girl-8Y-
Nighmare Stem]

Narratives describing the activities of adult caregivers
were dominated by domestic duties, doing them or thinking
about them. Mothers or female caregivers, in particular,
were mostly consumed by their chores.

S:…She [Mother] is thinking that she should wake up
and go and cook some food.

R: But, she just cooked some food.

S: She is thinking she can wash some clothes, arrange
the room and sweep. [Girl-7Y-Getting Hurt Stem]

Mealtimes and recreational activities were prompted or
present in at least one story stem by all our sample, which
firstly demonstrated their ability to stay on task and secondly,
appeared also in response to stems in which these themes
were not prompted or present. Story descriptions included the
routines of meal preparation, and the functions of food and
eating, bringing family together on a regular basis. Food or
being provided with food by the caregiver was a source of
comfort for almost every child in situations of distress:

I: I-doll says I have hurt. And she [Mama-doll] took I-
doll inside. […] And Mama-doll went to cook. After
cooking she went and call I-doll. And she said to I-
doll we’ll eat here. [Kitchen]

R: How is I-doll feeling? How is I-doll’s knee?

I: It was fine and Mama-doll say, how is your leg?
And she say “it’s fine.” They went to the sitting room
and Mama-doll say, “How is your leg?” she says “It’s
fine” They went sitting room and ate’. [Girl-7Y-
Getting Hurt Stem]

Outdoor activities, prompted by one stem, led to boys
mainly playing football and girls mainly ‘ampe’ (a skipping
game). Indoors, two children mentioned reading, and most
children described the child and adults watching television
(which is introduced in one stem). Television also some-
times served as a distraction from distress or a consolation
after overcoming distress.

Table 1 Number (%) of children whose narratives contained extracted
subthemes (N= 69)

Themes N Subtheme appears in the
story stem scenario

1. Daily routines and
concerns

1.1 School 17 (24.6%) No

1.2 Money 10 (15.0%) No

1.3 Household chores 22 (31.8%) Yes (by the
caregiver only)

1.4 Mealtimes 69 (100%) Yes

1.5 Recreation activities 69 (100%) Television, outdoor play

2. Child-caregiver
interactions

2.1 Explicit affection
expression

17 (24.6%) No

2.2 Implicit affection
expression

30 (43.5%) No

2.3 Punishment 23 (33.3%) No

3. Conceptualisations
of death

3.1 Contexts of death 20 (28.9%) No

3.2 Concerns about death 12 (17.4%) No

4. Spirituality

4.1 Prayer and church 21 (30.4%) No

4.2 Dream interpretation 10 (15.0%) Nightmare

5. Healthcare choices

5.1 Pain remedies/
medication

44 (63.8%) Stomach pain, falling
over/hurt knee

5.2 Hospitalisation 32 (46.4%) Stomach pain, falling
over/hurt knee
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Child and Caregiver Interactions

Narratives involved various types of child-caregiver exchan-
ges and interactions. Implicit forms of affection were
expressed by 43.5% of participants, most typically through
caregiver gestures, such as the giving of food, gifts, allow-
ances etc. After times of child distress, parents allowed the
child to buy desired items, or caregivers provided children
with food or gave them money as presents. In statements such
as “Mama cook nice food. […] she is thinking about she likes
her child very much.” [Girl-8Y- Getting Lost Stem], these
actions seem to represent acts of affection comprehended by
children. Children in turn were described as reciprocating
such actions by expressing future aspirations to provide
desired objects to caregivers when financially capable:

L: Feel that one day if his parents buy camera for him,
he will be happy, so he said when he grow he will buy
a camera for the mother and he will go and teach the
mother how to drive. One day he will be happy that
his mother has a car.

R: How was Mama-doll feeling about this?

L: Mother-doll feel that she is happy, say that she
likes the son.[Boy-6Y-Getting Lost Stem]

Explicit forms of affection were expressed by fewer
children (24.6%) than implicit forms, some of which were
explicit verbal of physical forms of affection, and others
were implicit gestures. Caregivers embracing their child
during or after times of distress were the most common
form of explicit affection, perhaps followed by expressions
of sympathy and worry. Some children’s narratives sug-
gested a high awareness of caregiver empathy, as caregivers
were ‘sorry’ [Boy-8Y-Getting Hurt Stem] or “feeling for
her child” [Girl-7Y-Stomachache Stem] or “thinking about
what is paining her child” [Boy-6Y]. However, only one
child used explicit verbal affection (i.e. ‘love’) in their
narrative.

A second subtheme concerned disciplinary consequences
or punishment as a result of not complying with the care-
giver’s behavioural expectations of the child. 33.3% of the
narratives emphasized child obedience and compliance,
even when the child was described in the narrative as non-
compliant, indicative of the child’s understanding of
expected behaviour and the consequences for non-
compliance:

He feel that Mother tell you something, then if you
don’t do it, your mother will be angry with you….

Because E-doll didn’t obey her.’ [Boy-8Y-Getting
Hurt Stem]

Punishment followed from children breaking this code of
conduct, including when children cause caregiver worry by
jeopardising their own wellbeing or safety. While verbal
discipline was sometimes described, physical punishment
and fear of such punishment was also represented, usually
expressed as “beating” or “caning”. Children’s narratives
included feeling afraid or sad following physical punish-
ment, yet never as retaliatory or aggressive, and sometimes
included attempting to avoid punishment through apol-
ogizing or hiding:

…She said “A-doll wake up!” and A-doll does
“Ahhhh” [Stretching arms] So, she said “Mama, I
am feeling sleepy.” And Mama-doll go and beat her
and A-doll was crying. And she said “Don’t you hear I
said wake up!” [Girl-8Y-Nightmare Stem]

…She is thinking that when he fall his mother would
beat her. So, she is praying that her mother don’t beat
her. [Girl-6Y-Getting Hurt Stem]

Some included caregivers expressing remorse and regret
after giving physical punishment, suggesting an insight into
the child’s understanding of caregiver empathy and, in this
case, revealing a nuanced appreciation of differences
between actions and feelings:

G: She is about to cry she doesn’t wasn’t
grandmother-doll to cane her, because when
grandmother-doll went to the market she was hungry,
so she took the food.

R: What is Grandmother-doll feeling?

G: Grandmother-doll also feel sorry for her not to beat
her granddaughter, because she know that when she
went to the market she [Grandmother] did not give her
food to eat before she went. [Girl-8Y-Getting
Lost Stem]

Death-Related Fears and Depictions

This theme addresses the variety of contexts in which
children mention death, and the concern and worry
expressed by both caregivers and children regarding death.
With regards to contexts (28.9%), death was present in
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accounts narrating seemingly realistic events and in the
dreams and fears of children and caregivers. Although two
of the contexts in which death themes often occurred may
have been influenced by specific story stem content (child
has a nightmare; child has stomach pain while watching
television), a wide range of narratives are typically descri-
bed by children using the MCAST and the stems are unli-
kely to specifically prime for death themes. Children
described dreams that centred around parent abduction and/
or murder and/or less frequently, the caregiver was descri-
bed as having this kind of dream:

“He was dreaming about somebody was going to
come and, cut his head. [Boy-7]

… And Mama-doll dreamed a bad dream that her
child was take and she died. And she [Mama-doll] too
she dead. [Girl-8Y-Nighmare Stem]

While a link between nightmares and death may reflect
implicit views on spirituality (discussed later), the ‘sto-
machache’ story-stem often evoked narratives of child
hospitalisation from which death was one outcome:

E: Mum, take me to the hospital my stomach. […] She
hold her mother and her mother take her to the
hospital and he put her in the bed. “Are you okay? Are
you okay?” and E-doll die. [Girl-8Y-
Stomachache Stem]

Furthermore, accidents, such as traffic accidents, were
sometimes described to result in death of the caregiver. One
child described how, after putting groceries away in a
cupboard at home, a piece of furniture fell on the parent’s
head, and the child finds the parent dead, perhaps reflecting
the child’s emotional landscape and/or fears.

A second subtheme, concerns about death (17.4%),
reflected children’s descriptions of fear of caregiver or
child’s death: “She [caregiver-doll] is praying she don’t
want E-doll to die.” [Girl-8Y-Stomachache Stem]. Such
concerns often followed a negative event, such as suf-
fering from a minor injury, although none of the story
stems prompted death as a consequence of any injury or
distress. A few participants expressed worry about a
parent’s death after distressing situations that do not
appear to have an obvious threat, such as after being lost
at the market: “E: She is thinking about her mother… to
not die.” [Girl-8Y- Getting Lost Stem] or, when prompted
for their thoughts, some expression of concern in other
accounts is provided seemingly out of context that the
child “is thinking about her mother not to die” [Girl-8Y-
Getting Hurt].

Spirituality

The spirituality theme describes religious practices and
beliefs (30.4%) and the belief in and value given to inter-
pretation of dreams (15%)—the latter perhaps prompted by
the ‘bad dream’ story stem.

A key religious practice that was portrayed was prayer;
children incorporated prayer in conversations of daily life at
times of eating and sleeping, and most commonly at times
of physical or emotional distress in children and caregivers,
such as for preventing further harm or alleviation of pain.
Concerns about money were also incorporated in prayer,
more commonly expressed by caregivers. Other children
described prayer perhaps for seeking and giving comfort,
such as ‘God, will bless him and him knowledge and wis-
dom.’ [Boy-6Y-Stomachache Stem], or after a nightmare:

R: How is Mama-doll feeling? How is she feeling on
the inside?

C: She feel sad, but she tell C-doll don’t worry, be
happy, don’t cry. I will send you to church so, you can
pray. Mama-doll say C-doll “Don’t worry your dream
will go, and you dream about Jesus and he bless you.”

R: How is he Feeling?

C: He’s feel okay, he happy that he will dream a good
dream. [Boy-6Y-Nightmare Stem]

Attributing power to prayer for assuaging distress was
vital in understanding expressed beliefs of children about
prayers and their ability to extend from spiritual purposes to
tangible manifestations in daily life. Children often
expressed prayer as having an immediate effect on enhan-
cing conditions or preventing negative consequences, which
at times seemed to be favoured over medication or other
solutions:

…She is thinking that “Oh, Lord I pray for you that E-
doll do not die. Oh, Lord you are so good. E-doll do
not die.” [Girl-8Y-Stomachache Stem]

Mama-doll is thinking that C-doll hands will not break
again and Mama-doll pray for C-doll. And nothing
happens to C-doll again. [Girl-8Y- Getting hurt Stem]

Church attendance was described by some children as
part of their weekly routine. Some narratives occasionally
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referred to heaven as a happy ‘place’ and one in which
desired material needs are met:

Mama-doll is thinking she has no radio, so when she
goes to heaven God will give her all the things that
she need. [Girl-7Y-Getting Hurt Stem]

Dreams interpretation was a second subtheme (15.0%),
most notably the child or caregiver perceiving dreams to
have implications for reality, and they often sought to
interpret them.

He [Mama-doll] is feeling that my dream was a bad
dream and something can happen to her daughter
[Girl-8Y-Nightmare Stem]

Children indicated that caregivers were more capable of
such interpretations, and protection from the realization of
dreams content was also assigned to caregivers. Caregivers
resolved to religious practices such as prayer, indicating that
the belief in the value of dreams was intertwined with other
religious beliefs:

K: I don’t know. Maybe my mother knows.

R: Bad things or good things?

K: Bad things.’ [Girl-7Y-Nightmare Stem]

They were talking about the dream and E-doll say in
the dream Satan wanted to kill me […] Mama-doll is
praying that she will not dream that again. [Girl-8Y-
Nightmare Stem]

Addressing Injuries

Healthcare issues arose that perhaps reflected two of the
story stems that focus on pain (child has a stomachache;
child falls over and hurts knee). Almost half of the children
expressed that the caregiver responded to the pain or injury
with some sort of medical aid to alleviate the pain, such as
providing a plaster (band-aid) for a hurt knee, often fol-
lowed by some brief indication of improvement. Other
responses involved turning to comforts or distractions to
cope with the pain, such as television, food, and sleep.
Almost half of the narratives included hospitalization,
which sometimes linked to the aforementioned concerns of
the child dying:

E: And then her mother come. She shout and say
“What happen? What happen?” She say when she go
play ‘Ampe’ she jump and she fall and she hurt. And
E-doll’s mother take her to hospital.

R: What happens next?

E: She [Mother] say “Doctor, Doctor my child is
dying” And the doctor looks at the child’s eyes. And
the doctor said “go tomorrow you will come and pick
her” [Girl-8Y-Getting Hurt Stem]

Discussion

The current qualitative study of children’s story stem nar-
ratives produced a broad range of narrative themes that
seem to be imbued with the lived experience and emotional
concerns of young school-age children growing up in
contemporary urban Ghana. Five key themes were identi-
fied in our sample: daily routines and concerns, close
interactions with caregivers, death conceptualizations,
spiritual beliefs and practices, and healthcare-related
responses—each with distinct subthemes. The findings
may be taken to support the utility of this ‘child-centred’
method in a cultural context in which more socially hier-
archical and collectivist values seemed to be operating in
Ghana. However, when considering the ‘validity’ of story
stems in different cultural contexts, a crucial point is that
our employment of this indirect method was not necessarily
intended to reveal children’s literal objective experience
(which would be better captured using direct observational
study combined with parent and teacher reports), but rather
to explore children’s meaning-making of their lives,
including their responses to challenging situations. Thus,
the children’s narratives reflect perceptual, metaphorical
and otherwise cognitively mediated experience that is
nonetheless meaningful for the child, and which here we
carefully attempt to consider possible interpretations for the
current findings.

The high frequency of daily routines and concerns,
including subthemes spontaneously provided by the child
(e.g. school, money concerns) and contextual details of
extending on specific subthemes first presented in some
form in the story stem (e.g. mealtimes, household chores),
strongly suggests that these children’s responses are, in the
most part, embedded in their lived experience. These
descriptions of the ‘world they know’ include household
duties, going to school, sharing meals, and leisure activities,

Journal of Child and Family Studies (2020) 29:3521–3535 3529



the latter two sometimes sources of contention between
child and caregiver. These subthemes may reflect children’s
own cognitive scripts and generalized memory representa-
tions on a psychological level and also cultural beliefs and
ecological setting at a social level (Harwood et al. 1997;
Weisner 1987, 2005). Children’s education and healthy
eating were also primary parental concerns echoed in Pelto
and Armar‐Klemesu (2011) study of parents in Accra.

Specific recurrent subthemes of daily routines and con-
cerns emphasize the values of obedience, interdependence
and cooperation in parenting and children (e.g. Boakye-
Boaten 2010; Sam 2001) and economic concerns and
aspirations (e.g. Ansong et al. 2018), consistent with pre-
vailing beliefs and values in urban Ghana. The primary
caregiver’s role is described as one of high domestic obli-
gation, while children are expected to contribute to house-
hold duties, which may be consistent with cultural values
developed around economic and social need (Sam 2001;
Owusu and Afutu-Kotey 2010). While children’s assistance
with housekeeping duties in the home and outside of it are
essential for ensuring that the domestic unit functions
effectively, they are also viewed as integral aspects of
children’s socialization process, character development, and
application of values they need as future adults, such as
responsibility and reciprocity. Children who depicted
financial concerns, which Pelto and Armar‐Klemesu (2011)
found to also be of high parental concern, demonstrated an
acute awareness of the scarcity of resources and the need to
prioritize money for essential and educational needs over
their own desires. Although at times showing distress over
the inability to acquire material goods for themselves,
overall they demonstrated understanding of the caregiver’s
rationale of prioritizing essential needs. In Ghanaian
society, showing a sense of obligation to a larger set of
other individuals and their needs is essential to children’s
socialization process (Oppong 2006). Yet, children’s con-
cerns may also be grounded in the real-life economic
hardships faced by their families on a daily basis; recent
Ghanaian statistics show that 36 percent of preschool chil-
dren are malnourished, family financial status being a major
determinant (Ewusie et al. 2017).

The notion of reciprocity bridges between other sub-
themes as well, including, adults’ expectations of children,
and children’s understanding of these expectations. One of
the fundamental underlying principles of reciprocity in
Ghanaian society is the expectation that in the long run
everyone is treated fairly in different phases of their lives
(Boakye-Boaten 2010). Therefore, reciprocity plays a cru-
cial role in intergenerational relationships that children
themselves in our study emphasized the importance of
values such as respect and obedience (Nyarko 2014).
Reciprocity and obedience are very closely intertwined in
Ghanaian society, as obedience is viewed a predeterminant

to ensure that children’s needs are provided for by adults
(Ansong et al. 2018). Coe (2012) introduced the term
‘entrustment’ to explain this relationship between recipro-
city, obligation, obedience in modern day Ghana; the act of
being cared for obligates the child to reciprocate in a similar
or other form of care in the future. Among children, this
translates into being obedient and “doing household chores
quickly and without fuss”, as household chores are a
commonly acknowledged responsibility for children in
Ghana (Coe 2012). Twum-Danso Imoh’s (2012, 2013)
work revealed that children conveyed a fear that “if a child
did not respect their parents, they may not pay school fees
or even look after them or provide for their needs”. Other
work with Ghanaian parents reported that parents do not
wish that their children view themselves as “entitled” to the
care they receive from their parents, but would rather have
them understand that care and services are earned through
accepting and fulfilling their role and duties within their
social context (Boakye-Boaten 2010; Twum-Danso 2009;
Twum-Danso Imoh 2012, 2013). The current findings add a
child perspective, evidencing that they understand the
importance of obedience, and why disciplinary actions were
taken when they knowingly or unknowingly did not submit
to their caregiver’s wishes.

Reciprocity of family support, or ‘entrustment’ (Cati Coe
2012), was also reflected in many children’s narratives in
which caregivers were supporting them financially as chil-
dren, and that the child would later provide for their parents;
this is highly valued in Ghanaian society (e.g. Ansong et al.
2018). In school-related subthemes, children stressed that
the importance placed by their parents, and at times them-
selves, on education. This child perspective is mirrored in
ethnographic observations and parental reports: due to the
lack of effective social welfare system in Ghana, children’s
education is regarded as a form of security for the future of
children and for providing better care of their elders
(Therborn 2006; Twum-Danso 2009, Twum-Danso Imoh
2013). Conversations about school work are pervasive in
child-caregiver interactions, as parents regard qualifications
as directly associated with Ghanaian definitions of a more
“successful life”, which include as higher wages and social
gains such as social cohesion, respect, and other health
benefits (Coe 2012; Osei-Tutu et al. 2018)

Some narratives expressed high caregiver empathy in
thoughts and feelings, even in situations of physical dis-
cipline, suggesting that story stems are a promising method
for gaining insight into young children’s understanding of
others’ empathy. However, explicitly expressed verbal or
physical affection was less common than implicit forms; for
example, caregivers showing affection through providing
meals and children through helping with domestic duties or
thinking how they would later provide for their family. This
is echoed in other studies exploring parental affection
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expression and support in African and other non-Western
contexts, in which instrumental support is considered by
children to be a culturally-acknowledged form of affection
(Barber and Higgins 2004; McNeely and Barber 2010;
Mmari et al. 2009). Osei-Tutu et al. (2018) found that
Ghanaian parents consider the ability to provide for their
children financially as a sign of emotional care and that
failure to do so is a form of emotional neglect.

On the other hand, caregiver-child interactions in a third
of the current sample featured caregiver use of discipline,
with expectations of compliance, and use of corporal pun-
ishment as an important feature of home life. Caregivers
disciplined children for disobedient actions that were
sometimes intentional, other times not clearly so, and this
was nested within a general theme of expectations of the
child role. Some children expressed helplessness. None-
theless, these children generally construed the discipline as
having a greater purpose of protection and learning. While
caution must be taken when interpreting such themes lit-
erally, the literature suggests that use of physical discipline
with children is commonplace in Ghana (Agbenyega 2006;
Rush and Ibrahim Lazarus 2018) and is highly valued by
most Ghanaians, guided by moral and religious imperatives
(Twum-Danso Imoh 2013). Children at times reported
being punished or reprimanded after injuring themselves
during playtime. While this course of action may seem
unusual in Western parenting practices, in Ghanaian culture
great emphasis is placed on responsible action from an early
age (Berlan 2004). Physical punishment after a child’s
injury during playtime might be viewed as the caregiver’s
way of providing protection via the virtues of obedience.
Injury following play may be considered a disobedient act
due to the irresponsibility of not exercising caution. Overall,
the consistency of our findings with other literature on
Ghanaian culture and child rearing practices, along with
previous studies (e.g. Robinson et al. 2000), suggest that
story stem assessment methods can provide a valuable
window on caregiving techniques and goals through chil-
dren’s perspectives; such perspectives are grounded in
realistic ecological circumstances.

The importance of socio-religious life was strongly
reflected in young children’s narratives, emerging as a
theme in itself and also nested within ‘daily routines and
concerns’ and ‘death-relates fears and depictions’ themes.
Spiritual and religious attributions were common explana-
tions for events, usually negative ones (Okyerefo and
Fiaveh 2017). Spiritual acts and sentiments were employed
to seek protection from threats or difficulties that were
short-term (e.g. illness; school difficulties) or long-term
(e.g. poverty). At times of distress children and their care-
givers resorted to prayer together in the current sample’s
narratives. For some, this may be viewed as a coping
mechanism and way of managing stress (Anyan and Knizek

2018), and may be adaptive if there are no viable problem-
focused solutions. Children expressed that their caregiver’s
prayer had led to the immediate alleviation of a problem and
protected them, suggesting that our sample may hold strong
beliefs about the effectiveness of spiritual acts, such as
praying, for alleviating various forms of distress. These
findings are similar to those of Orme and Seipel’s (2007)
who found that young Ghanaian children actively gave
credit to God for their well-being and protection. Osei-Tutu
et al. (2018) also described that Ghanaian adults and chil-
dren attribute their current and future successes to ‘God’s
will’ and that prayer is considered a means to reach this
success. Children’s expression of spirituality may also be a
regurgitation of the religious values Ghanaian parents put
conscious effort passing on to their children. Ghanaian
parents describe their religious or spiritual beliefs as a
source of guidance for their parenting beliefs and practices
(Twum-Danso 2009). Previous studies reported that parents
view instilling values of faith or religious traditions and
practices as a parental obligation (Twum-Danso 2009;
Twum-Danso Imoh 2013). However, while many themes
are likely to reflect the child’s perceptual experiences of
everyday life, narratives that are emotionally loaded,
involving chaotic or frightening circumstances, fantasies
and idealizations, may be metaphorical and reflect the
child’s emotional landscape. Further, narrative responses to
distressing circumstances, such as the use of prayer,
are limited or determined by the child’s understanding
and perceptions of the situations at their current
developmental level.

Death and hospitalization themes were a striking contrast
to the themes that appeared grounded in everyday routine.
Although the ‘bad dream’ stem scenario itself may arguably
have prompted for negative events, the child is represented
to have woken up already in the stem and is crying, with the
caregiver sleeping in the adjacent room. Dreams and/or
fears of abduction or murder following the nightmare were
the most common context in which death themes occurred.
Some children produced narratives in which a stomach pain
or accidental injury (which was conveyed in the stem as
neither serious nor prolonged) quickly descended to death
or fears about dying. However, such findings need to be
interpreted with care as children’s understanding of death
and illness is still developing at this age (Panagiotaki et al.
2015; Slaughter and Griffiths 2007) and narrative shifts
made by children may reflect more the child’s verbal and
storytelling competence (or in the case of these stems,
possibly arousal levels) than their cultural background or
general developmental level. However, concerns about
death may be interpreted to reflect cultural views of death,
especially as Ghanaians are known for being deeply reli-
gious and “God fearing” (e.g. Okyerefo and Fiaveh 2017).
A widespread belief is that misfortunes that occur are
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attributable to evil spirits or witchcraft, which may also
manifest in dreams (Quayesi-Amakye 2017) or physical
omens (Twum-Danso 2009; Dowden 2014). This inter-
pretation may explain the prominence of spirituality as a
content theme. However, another possibility is that the stem
content of potentially fearful events triggered fears based on
these children’s lived experience in which premature death
is a real possible outcome of illness, accidents and inability
to pay for treatment (Affram et al. 2008). Consistent with
this, one in twelve children die before their fifth birthday in
Ghana, rates of childhood disease are high, and indices of
child health are poor (Cooke et al. 2016; Ghana Statistical
Service. 2014). A third, less culture-bound interpretation is
that recurrent death and fears of death themes metaphori-
cally represent aspects of the child’s inner emotional
experience. Death and accident themes has been associated
with child clinical risk and problems in Western countries
(Ispa et al. 2004; Tomlinson et al. 2002; Van Ijzendoorn
and Sagi-Schwartz 2008; Wan and Green 2010). The actual
meaning of such vivid content remains little empirically
studied and may, for example, reflect the child’s fears,
aggression, emotional regulation difficulties, metaphorical
usage, or relational issues.

Strengths and Limitations

This qualitative study has several strengths including the
relatively large sample (N= 69) representing a diverse
socioeconomic spectrum within Ghana. Story stem content
and language was adapted to fit local frames of reference
and the local vernacular while retaining key scenario con-
tent in a standard manner, and interpretation of the data was
enriched by a research team from a diverse cultural back-
ground. However, the findings must also be interpreted in
view of several methodological considerations. Firstly,
story stem content is likely to have influenced children’s
narrative content as the stems were originally designed to
elicit attachment-related responses (Green et al. 2000). Each
stem involved a child with a caregiver and the presentation
of an enjoyable then distressing event. Thus, the ‘addressing
injuries’ and ‘spirituality’ themes that emerged may reflect
the sample’s responses to negative events albeit of relatable
situations in ‘everyday’ context.

Secondly, some children may have struggled to identify
with the set-up or story beginnings despite the cultural and
language adaptations made; for example, those living in of a
single-room home may not relate to a multi-room home. Still,
the MCAST which uses this set of stems has been found to
work with a range of living arrangements. Thirdly, some
children (mainly from the public school) provided narratives
that were brief despite multiple prompts, perhaps due to a lack
of proficiency or confidence with the English language (the
official language used in schools), lack of clarity about the task

requirement which may feel alien to children exposed to the
didactic repetition methods typically used by Ghanaian
schoolteachers (Akyeampong and Stephens 2002), lack of
story-telling experience and/or verbal skill at their age (Nico-
lopoulou et al. 2015), or poverty as a similar study showed that
children living in conditions of poverty showed more con-
stricted narratives and less engagement than their peers
(Castrechini Fernandes Franieck et al. 2014). Without further
evidence, all these factors are plausible. Fourthly, videotaped
doll play (or story depiction) was not analyzed here, which
may have led to omission of more action-based details of
children’s stories. Finally, the analysis was completed by one
researcher (the first author) and no reliability information is
available, although supervised by a team of researchers with
diverse (including qualitative) expertise.

Implications and Future Directions

Story stems have already been shown to be a flexible tool for
understanding the inner worlds of young children in Western
studies. Our qualitative use of story-stems in the Ghanaian
context further demonstrates how young children’s narratives
derived from story stems can provide a ‘window’ into their life
experiences, beliefs, coping strategies, emotions and empathic
understanding—with narrative content that likely reflects a
universal childhood and aspects that are more culture-specific.
The current findings based on using the MCAST story stems
suggest that the method could be clinically informative for
gaining insight into children’s understanding of healthcare,
attributions of negative events, and use of coping strategies in
children of non-Western cultural backgrounds. The findings
also highlight the need to consider cultural background as a
factor in the interpretation of story stem content of children
living in multi-cultural Western societies. While the current
study did not include a comparison sample through which to
explore cultural contrasts, we note based on our experience
that UK children’s narratives tend to be flourished with
detailed discourse between child and caregiver, include
detailed and diverse descriptions of leisure time and friend-
ships, possibly more expressed affection, and usually little in
the way of family duty or spirituality. Although as we
emphasize the study and findings do no attempt to make any
cross-cultural comparisons, in this situation, given the dearth
of literature on non-western samples, it could be argued that
Western samples form an implicit comparison group.

Given the flexibility of the story stem technique, our
findings suggest that there is much potential for its devel-
opment for understanding the culturally mediated experi-
ences, perceptions and emotional worlds of young children.
Such developments include family stories using dolls to
represent the child’s full household, developing a range of
story stem scenarios (e.g. some without an element of child
distress) and thinking carefully about the appropriate
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amount of structure or level of apparent co-involvement
from the administrator. Murray et al. (1999) employed a
doll play task in which the administrator directly asked
children to tell a story of a meal time, bed time, good time
and nasty time. These kinds of scenarios could be modified
into story stems. A stem brings the story to life, often
compelling the child to complete the narrative, leading to
more open responses in rapport with the administrator who
may appear to be a ‘co-creator’ of the narrative.

Furthermore, a qualitative story stem approach would
complement future sociocultural research involving home-
based observations and caregiver reports. The latter two
have the potential to offer insight on how to interpret
children’s story stem narratives, though we cannot assume
that this would necessarily be so given that these various
sources each offer unique perspectives. We hope that our
study demonstrates the value and implications of explor-
ing story stem narrative content in terms of complement-
ing quantitative coding frameworks studying universal
psychological constructs such as attachment; moreover in
terms of guiding and incorporating children’s perspectives
into future interventions and prevention programmes
designed for children and caregivers in diverse socio-
cultural settings (Robinson et al. 2000; Robinson 2007;
Dealy et al. 2019).

To conclude, our novel, exploratory investigation sup-
ports utilising story-stem methodology in different cultural
contexts to understand children’s perspectives of their
physical and social world (Bettmann and Lundahl 2007). It
also suggests that exploring daily, cultural life through
imaginative play narratives can provide in-depth under-
standing of cultural beliefs and constructs. Such explora-
tions add to our understanding of children’s perspectives of
daily practices, health choices, discipline, interactions
between child and caregiver, and spirituality in urban
Ghana. More generally they also allow us to expand our
conceptions of universal aspects of childhood. Literature
addressing childhoods in Sub-Saharan Africa has mostly
focused on challenges faced by children, which does not
portray a balanced image of childhoods in Africa (Twum-
Danso Imoh 2016). Our investigation attempts to provide a
balanced image of children’s perceptions of their own lives
in a West-African Nation, that is not confined to only
exploring aspects of hardship and deprivation in their
childhoods, but also to incorporate the mundanities of their
daily lives.
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