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Abstract 

Adults’ (parents’) sensitivity and awareness of their children’s issues and thoughts are important in 

order to answer their children. There is a need to investigate how parents try to find an appropriate 

strategy to answer their children’s life questions. The research question of the current study is how 

parents answer their children’s ‘difficult’ questions. The data set has been collected using semi-

structured interviews and audio taping of ten participants with different backgrounds. The data set has 

been thematized as ‘responsive’, ‘avoiding’ and ‘dominant’ answers using thematic analysis in order 

to analyze the interviewees’ stories and investigate how they use different strategies of answering their 

children’s questions. The results show that almost all of the parents try to be responsive about their 

children’s life questions. Furthermore, it is shown that some of the parenting’s styles of answering 

could be included in more than one category of answering style, for example parents try to be 

responsive and meanwhile intended to avoid answering. 
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Introduction 

Background 

The daily interactions between people in the course of social life are shaping our versions of 

knowledge. The categories and the concepts that shape a framework of meaning for people are 

provided by the language that they use (Burr, 2003, chapter 1). The relationship between people shows 

what is allowable for people to do and how they should behave toward each other. Therefore, the 

power of relationship is related to our constructions of the world. What we consider as true, good, or 

problematic is made by the language we use to express it (Burr, 2003, chapter 1). However, it is not 

possible to study the language without considering the environment (Ochs, 1988, p.21). We get 

different understanding of events and situations based on the context which we are in (Heath, 1983, 

chapter 2). 

One of the people’s interactions in social life is parent-child relationship in which adults employ 

relatively predictable routines in order to socialize children (Ochs & Schieffelin, 2008). According to 

Ochs and Schieffelin (2008), these interactions create well defined social and cultural representations 

of expected moralities, ideas and orientations to consider as well as activities, roles, and paths to the 

knowledge (Heath, 1983, chapter 2). 

The way parents struggle to raise their children while shaping them as culturally and linguistically 

competent members of the society (Ochs & Schieffelin, 2008) and their efforts to socialize children, 

has been considered as parenting styles and parenting practices (Darling & Steinberg, 1993) in the 

current thesis. When an issue related to life and death arises, it is important to consider how parents 

respond to children’s questions and how children deal with the issue at home with their families 

(Harwood, 1962). Therefore, this study has investigated parental strategies to answer their children's 

‘difficult’ questions regarding life, death and sexuality. 

The importance of parents and children interaction  

The importance of the family and parents in the article 18 of the Convention on the Rights of the Child 

(CRC) has been expressed as central and important for children and youth positive development and 

well-being. The family is the primary environment where children and youth can develop (UNICEF, 

2007, p.232). Every family has their own styles and strategies to raise and influence on their children’s 

behavior and development (Darling & Steinberg, 1993). Emphasizing on the parents’ responsibility to 

raise and meet the children with respect has been considered by Hartman and Torstenson-Ed (2007). It 

is important to recognize that the relationship between children and adults is asymmetrical; Adults 

have both power and responsibility. However, in terms of human right and the right of children to 

express their opinions and being respected, both adults and children should have equal relationship. It 

is about the right of children and the adults' responsibility to ensure these rights are given space, 

“children have the right to express themselves and adults have the responsibility to ensure that such 

comes into being” (Hartman & Torstenson-Ed, 2007, p. 166).  

CRC underlines that children (up to age 18) need protection, understanding and care to ensure their 

survival, well-being and development, and it is the parents who should primarily be sure that the 
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children get it. The child's best interests must be the parents' basic task of parenting. On the other 

hand, according to the CRC (article 12), children and youth opinions should be heard in everything 

that concerns them. All children have the right to express their opinions based on their cognitive 

maturity. This is part of their right as human, as well as possibility to improve their self-esteem, 

acquire and develop knowledge and experience (UNICEF, 2007; Qvarsell, 2003; Halldén, 2003). 

Childhood is seen as something not constant (Halldén, 2003). Halldén (2003) expressed that childhood 

and child development are ever changing phenomena. Children are seen in childhood sociology as 

agents of their own development (Allison et al., 1998). Hart (1992) showed children's participation as 

a result of interaction processes between children and adults. Children develop through interaction 

with adults. He believed that self-esteem and self-confidence, which are the most crucial aspect that 

affect the child's successful participation, develop in these interaction processes, and that it is also a 

characteristic which is a condition for participating in them (Hart, 1992).  

Adult coping with children’s questions 

According to Chouinard et al. (2007), asking questions is a central part of children-adult interactions. 

When children ask question, adults give children the required information as well as the information 

they need to understand the world and the things in it, although children themselves might not know 

what they do not know. The answer of parents essentially depends on the child’s needs or desires in a 

certain moment, as well as on the parent’s decisions regarding the child’s behavior (Durbin & Wilson, 

2013). When adults fail to answer the children’s questions, children persist on trying to get the 

information they requested (Chouinard et al., 2007). Dahlin (2004, chapter 3) argued that adults should 

always take the children's ideas seriously and discuss with them when children come up with ideas and 

questions. It is important that parents, similar to teachers, give their children the facts that are relevant 

to them in order to help them think. However, adults should consider that it might be problematic if 

children stop asking questions about their issues because it is through the questions that children can 

develop their views about the world and life (Dahlin, 2004, chapter 3). Parental interaction is 

undergoing extensive changes in order to support preschool and school effectiveness and 

democratization. A responsive relationship between preschool-school and parents is crucial for the 

child and the student's opportunities for development and learning and the quality and equivalence in 

preschool and school (Dahlin, 2004, chapter 3). 

However, parents and preschool-school relationships are mostly about upbringing, health and 

educational issues (Harju & Tallberg, 2013; Broberg et al., 2012). Today, there are both direct and 

indirect demands on parents to get involved in education and training to become good or better parents 

(Harju & Tallberg, 2013, chapter 1). The environmental framework for understanding child 

development and the parent-child relationship emphasizes the contributions of both parent and child as 

they are both influencing, and being influenced by each other (Durbin & Wilson, 2013).  

Considering the fact that children are perceived as competent and social actors with influence on their 

own lives (Allison et al., 1998), and the importance of parent-child interactions (as described earlier), 

this thesis has investigated parents’ various styles and practices to answer their children’s ‘difficult’ 

questions. Darling and Steinberg (1993) expressed that parenting practices are defined by specific 

content and socializing goals, while parenting styles are the collection of attitudes toward the child that 

are communicated to the child and provide emotional environment, in which parents behavior are 

expressed. Parenting styles are steered by any goal (examples of parenting styles are tone of the voice 

and body language) and has been considered parents’ attitude toward the child rather than child’s 

behavior. Parenting style describes parents-child interaction across a wide range of situation but 
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parenting practices are just in a specific domain. Both parenting styles and parenting practices are for 

socializing children and child development but parenting style is more indirect and it moderates the 

influence of parenting practices on the child’s development (Darling & Steinberg, 1993). 

Children’s questions 

Following the importance of children and parents relationship, it would be beneficial to know when, 

about what and why children start to ask questions and also why it is important to ask and get 

responses.  

Constructivist views of learning have acknowledged the importance of children’s own questions: 

From a constructivist perspective, learning is an organic process of invention, rather than a 

mechanical process of accumulation and some of the aims of education are to give learners 

experiences with hypothesizing and predicting, manipulating objects, posing questions, researching 

answers, imagining, investigating and inventing, in order for new constructions to be developed 

Fosnot as cited in Birbili and Karagiorgou, 2009).  

 

Similar to the teachers in schools, parents could be a model for the way in which young children are 

able to ask their own questions. According to social learning theory, children learn new behaviors by 

observing and imitating their parents. So the role of parents as models for asking questions as well as 

opportunities for conversational exchanges can affect the development of children’s questions 

(Raphael & Pearson, 1985). Children do not ask questions just for fun or just to get attention from 

adults. They do not stop asking the questions until they get the required information. Children’s 

‘question asking’ is a very important part of children’s daily interactions with other people. Children at 

all ages ask primarily for facts, and when they grow up, they ask more for explanatory information 

(Chouinard et al., 2007).  

Although different questions have different answers, it is beneficial to have a clear idea of the kind of 

answer which is required. Answers to little children and older children are not the same. Harwood 

(1962) claimed that children from the age of about three begin to ask a lot of questions, and it is 

sometimes difficult for their parents to answer. Younger children ask more fundamental and far 

reaching questions about life and death, and many subjects on which their parents usually do not have 

enough knowledge. For example a child in age four might ask questions such as: Do men die? Will 

you die? Who made God? Do you like God? When you die? Children in the age of six or seven need 

much more relevant answers to their questions compared to when they are younger. They wait more 

consciously for the reply. Children at this age start to ask question about how the world has been 

created or how the starts or formed (Harwood, 1962). Rosa (1995) expressed that children begin to ask 

questions at the age of around two years old. Both Harwood (1962) and Rosa (1995) agreed that 

children develop the skill throughout early childhood. This ability is because of the changes that 

happen in the cognitive, linguistic and pragmatic domains and also to the mutual factors such as the 

parents’ influences on children in this process (Rosa, 1995). 

When children feel the lack of knowledge, face unresolved ambiguity or detecting some inconsistency, 

they ask questions to get the required information. Children can gather the information they need to 

know about the world and solve their problems by asking questions. Children consider adults as 

experts for the information they need even from very early ages for questions such as ‘what is safe and 

what is not’ (Campos & Stenberg, 1981) or information about how to properly engage with a given 
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object. Children would ask questions to restore equilibrium and build up initial and consequent 

conceptual structures using evoking guidance when they doubt what to do (Meltzoff, 1990). 

As Chouinard et al. (2007) explained, “The ability to ask questions is a powerful tool that allows 

children to gather information they need in order to learn about the world and solve problems in it” (p. 

vii). The information that the child is receiving can make a big impression in terms of memory and 

cognitive organization as well as filling the gap in her or his knowledge (Chouinard et al., 2007). 

Legare et al. (2013) suggest that the process of using questions as strategic tools of inquiry can be used 

as an ideal context for investigating the way children acquire active and intentional control over the 

problem-solving process. In fact, children always ask questions in different forms for different 

purposes. Children can increase their understanding and problem solving capabilities as well as 

obtaining new knowledge using the capacity to use questions flexibly and efficiently (Courage, 1989).  

In ages between 5-7 years old, the complexity of the child language develops and in the school ages, it 

will continue with more complexities (Tetzchner, 2005, p.317). When children reach the age of 6-9 

years, they begin to get more and more insight into how life really works. In this period children want 

to create order in their lives and have control over what happens. When something happens that 

disturbs the pattern, it makes the child do everything to restore order again (Arlebrink, 1999, p.151-

152). 

‘Difficult’ questions 

This study considers the children’s questions which have challenging nature for parents to answer, 

which means that they do not know how to answer. The term ‘difficult’ in this thesis refers to those 

questions which are considered as ‘life’ questions, questions which affect children’s life and world. 

Specifically, this study investigates the questions about ‘death’, ‘life’, ‘religion’ and ‘God’ which are 

known as ‘existential’ questions and the questions about ‘sexuality’ issues. 

Existential questions as ‘difficult’ questions  

Hartman and Torstenson- Ed (2007, p.21) argued that children have opportunity to explore existential 

issues which can affect fundamental conditions of our lives. Issues can vary from person to person 

depending on the situation. Existential questions are also assumed to hang together with values tightly 

so that children’s values can be changed by reflection on the existential questions (Hartman & 

Torstenson- Ed 2007, p.21). These types of questions help children reflect on their environment and 

their existence. The reflectivity is extremely important for understanding acquiring knowledge and our 

world (Dahlin, 2004, chapter 3). Dahlin (2004, chapter 3) argued that a life issue is a question whose 

answer we can never know; this is just about believing or not believing. Furthermore, Dahlin (2004, 

chapter 3) mentioned that life questions cannot be answered relating to the facts. However, that does 

not mean they cannot be answered at all. Dahlin (1998, chapter 3) emphasized on the answers to the 

questions of life which do not equate with personal opinions. It is rather a question of wisdom, or lack 

of that. Wisdom is something more than factual knowledge and opinions. It is the essence of personal 

experiences, reflections and knowledge. Such questions need a different kind of response, and these 

responses can also be more or less true, that is, they can build on more or less deep insights and be 

more or less wise (Dahlin, 2004, chapter 3). Hartman (as cited in Hartman & Furenhed, 2003, chapter 

3) argues that the life questions lead to new experiences and increase knowledge. The new experience 

forces the child to ask question and revise their own view of the world.  
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Hartman's (as cited in Hartman & Furenhed, 2003, chapter 3) definition of life issues is that life issues 

are things that affect people's lives and existence. People have always wondered about and sought 

answers to these questions. People have always had a great need to discuss and reflect on issues 

affecting life in general. Today, the concept of life issues are e.g. what is the meaning of life, what is 

important in life, what it means to be a good companion, relationships, love, right and wrong, war, 

hatred, and what happens after death and religion. Everything that belongs to human existence and the 

living is included in the concept of life issues.  

Sexuality issues as ‘difficult’ questions 

Another kind of questions which are investigated in this thesis are questions about sexuality. These 

kinds of questions make parents struggle to find answer to them. The first educators of sexual matters 

to children are parents (Martin et al., 2007). Probably, the role of parents as educator initiates from the 

day their child is born by implicit (through modelling) and explicit assumptions about gender 

‘properties and roles’. Children can benefit from early exposure to good quality sexuality education 

through mental improvement and physical health, as well as individuals’ ability to develop appropriate 

competencies and skills. This can also help children to avoid sexual exploitation and abuse and result 

in healthier sexual development (Kirby et al., 2007). It is usually believed that children should not 

know anything about sexuality. However, there are different contradictory views regarding the sexual 

innocence of children. Not much investigation has been done to study reaction of parents and how 

they should deal with inquisitive questioning, behaviors and bodily exploration (Martin et al., 2007). 

In this thesis, the parents’ strategies to answer their children have been investigated using narrative 

analysis, thematic analysis. Narrative analysis has been chosen due to its usefulness for analysis in the 

realm of a story’s content. Narrative analysis focuses on the gathering of information through 

storytelling (Riessman, 2008, chapter 1). Using the data from interviewing several parents, this study 

shows that how parents construct and narrate their stories and what kind of styles and strategies they 

used to respond to their children’s ‘difficult’ questions. Analyzing the parents’ stories by narrative 

analysis shows what kind of strategies do they have and help to make a coherent, transparent and 

recognizable reality that the parents and children are all part of it and an actor in it.  

Previous research 

To investigate how parents find ways to answer their children’s ‘difficult’ questions, several related 

literature have been studied. Most of the literatures are about how pedagogues, teachers and schools’ 

curricular should face children’s questions especially those which are about life. Some literatures 

consider preschool children’s (life) questions and their relationship with cognitive development and 

parenting styles’ influences on children. There is already knowledge about how children’s questions 

are and how do parents answer to them, however, there is still a need to study the question-answers 

based on the parents’ perspective in contrast to child’s perspective in the context of ‘life’ questions. In 

the following, summary of some of the related works is presented. This section starts with a review of 

the studies which consider various styles of parents’ explanations and the effect of these explanations 

and styles on their children’s understanding of life. Afterward, parenting practices and children’s 

difficult questions which adults may confront in their everyday life are investigated.   
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Children’s casual questions and parents’ ways of explanations 

In some of the recent literature, child’s studies and child perspective are considered rather than 

parent’s perspective in order to investigate when children begin to ask questions and what kind of 

questions relate to what ages. However, this thesis does not consider the specific answers related to the 

age of the children. The studies of Deborah et al. (2004) and Legare et al. (2013) showed what kind of 

questions children from 3-6 years old usually have. Deborah et al. (2004)’s study which considered 

children 3-4 years old, concluded that when young children ask ‘‘what is it?’’, they are more interested 

to know the object’s function rather than its name. The results from the study of Legare et al. (2013) 

indicated that there is correlation between the age and the types of asked questions. 6 years old 

children ask more constraint-seeking questions (i.e. properly phrased to obtain the information needed 

to solve problems) compared to 4 and 5 years old. Constraint-seeking strategy was more common 

among older children. Most probably, the constraint-seeking strategy requires greater cognitive skills. 

In this strategy, children need to keep track of what they have asked so far, realize what they know and 

what they do not know and make questions to fill the gaps in their knowledge.   

In some literatures, emphasize is on the parents’ role in children’s question asking rather than 

children’s development in the context of question- answer. Callanan and Oakes (1992) investigated 

children’s (3- 5 years old) causal questions, i.e. ‘why’ and ‘how’ questions, in everyday conversations 

about social and physical domains and their development on causal knowledge structure. The authors 

of this study emphasized more on the parents’ perspectives by asking mothers of these children to 

keep a daily diary of their children’s requests for explanations. They concluded that parents’ answers 

and explanations to the causal questions focused more on ‘prior causal’ factors rather than on ‘causal 

consequences’. The most frequent kinds of explanations have been mechanism explanations (as a way 

of explaining how something works), prior causal explanations (mentioning a prior event) and 

consequence explanations (mentioning a purpose, event). These types of explanations did not show 

any correlation to the age difference, which suggests that parents have different explanations in 

response to children’s questions, no matter what is the age of the children. The authors also examined 

children’s “why-questions” about various phenomena in their everyday life which may be with 

negation and violated answers and they investigated whether the violations of expression are an 

important driving force for seeking explanation. However, this study does not find this kind of 

expectation of answers (violation and negation) to children’s why-questions. Callanan and Oakes 

(1992)’s claimed that causal questions and explanations are important for cognitive development by 

considering what parents’ answers are to their children’s causal questions. 

The children’s questions which make parents answer have been sought in the research of Chouinard 

and Harris (2007). The authors studied what kind of questions children usually ask. They did 4 studies 

on preschoolers’ questions (1 to 5 years old) and the results indicated that children ask information-

seeking questions that are related to topic and structure of their cognitive development. If parents do 

not give answers to their children’s questions and children do not become satisfied with the answers, 

the children persist on asking more information and finally they generate questions efficiently in order 

to gather needed information and then they will be able to use this information productively 

(Chouinard et al., 2007). Chouinard et al. (2007) and Callanan and Oakes (1992) provided a 

preliminary investigation of adults’ answers to the questions of preschool children. However, both of 

these studies need to be investigated in different cultures and social strata in order to know differences 

between answers in various families. 

Studies 1-3 in (Chouinard et al., 2007) showed that children ask a large number of questions in their 

everyday life. Receiving informative responses and the information that children request could be 
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useful for cognitive development but there is no evidence whether these information affect children’s 

development of conceptual structure or not or if they ask these questions purposely. Children ask 

many more information seeking questions to get informative answers compared to attention seeking 

questions. The authors in their forth study showed that children ask questions purposefully to solve 

problem they have faced and gather information they need. When children encounter a problem 

between world and their current knowledge which leads to disequilibrium, they ask questions to get 

information they need and resolve the disequilibrium. The 4 studies of Chouinard et al. (2007) 

provided evidence of children’s ability to ask causal questions and appropriately situated questions 

across a variety of domains. 

Both research of Chouinard et al. (2007) and Callanan and Oakes (1992) explained how children seek 

informative responses and also considered parental ways of answering in the process of children’s 

question asking. The study of Frazier et al. (2009) followed the study of Callanan and Oakes and the 

first study of Chouinard et al. (2007) in which the researcher studied why children repeat the same 

question multiple times in a row by emphasizing more on the parents’ ways of answering rather than 

what in the studies of Chouinard et al. (2007) and Callanan and Oakes (1992) explained previously.  

This behavior was much more frequent when adults’ responses were not informative. It can be said 

that children ask persistent questions to actually obtain their required information and not just for 

getting adult’s attention or for fun. Frazier et al. (2009) considered preschool’s questions and parent’s 

explanation in adult- child conversations. According to Frazier et al. (2009), researchers focus on 

children’s causal questions and request for explanatory information. They investigated the reaction of 

children to the answers they receive from adults. They tried to realize how children’s explanation-

seeking works and what is their reactions and responses to explanatory information. If children 

actively seek explanatory knowledge, the reaction should be different depend on whether they receive 

a causal explanation. The research of Frazier et al. (2009) is based on two studies. The first study 

examined conversations following 6 preschoolers’ (ages 2– 4 years) causal questions (why and how 

questions). If the adults’ answers were explanatory, children would agree more often and ask follow 

up question. Otherwise, they would re-ask the question and provide their own explanation. This 

showed that causal explanations can initiate continued conversation and knowledge-seeking. The 

results of study 1 confirmed that children’s responses are different whether the answers from adults are 

explanatory or non-explanatory. The second study replicated these patterns in an experiment among 42 

children of ages 3–5 years. By comparing Children’s reactions to the explanatory and non-explanatory 

information, it can be seen that young children try to seek causal information actively and use specific 

conversational strategies to obtain it. Finally, Frazier et al. (2009)’s studies considered possible 

cultural influences on conversational exchanges concerning causal questions. The children in Study 2 

were from a mid to high economic community, where children are usually encouraged to ask for 

information from adults. It could be say that this study is a complement to Chouinard et al. (2007) and 

Callanan and Oakes (1992), where Frazier et al. (2009) investigated the effect of culture and social 

background of the families. 

Before the study of Frazier et al. (2009) on children’s various questions based on their socio-

economical background, Robinson (1981) considered the parents’ answers with different background. 

The author, beside the study of children’s questions (which shows that their questions are mostly 

because they want to know the answer), investigated whether mothers with different social classes 

answer in different ways to their children’s questions or not. However, some limitation might affect 

their answers such as the environment of the interview. Investigation of the results of both answers 

and questions, result in a clear picture of social group and individual differences. The individual 
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differences which were found, point to some of the characteristics of mothers' behavior that are 

relevant to variations in answering and questioning their children.  

Parenting practices and parenting styles 

To the knowledge of the author of this thesis, there are not specific research on the relationship 

between parenting styles and their strategies to answer their children’s questions. In order to consider 

parents’ perspectives and interactions with their children in the study of “how parents struggle to find 

an appropriate answer to their children’s questions” in this thesis, parents’ answers have been defined 

as parenting styles and strategies. Darling and Steinberg (1993) defined the parenting styles as parents’ 

behaviors and characteristics which are the important parts of parent-child interaction and 

relationships over a wide range of situations. Some of the parents’ styles which are discussed in the 

literature are presented in the following.  

The importance of parental expectations of children is described in Ochs and Schieffelin (2001). Their 

research showed that perceptions of children and children’s competence influence caregiver-child 

interaction. This includes the extent of effect of adult accommodation on children’s linguistic and 

social development. Also, the orientation of culture toward children affect whether and when children 

are considered as acceptable in interactions and the social roles which are expected from them as well 

as the language varieties they are permitted or encouraged to use (Ochs & Schieffelin, 1995).   

Barber (1996) investigated psychological control and behavioral control (on children between 10-15 

years old) as parental style. He showed the correlation of these styles to the youth internalized 

problems (depression) and, in some cases, externalized problems (delinquency). Externalizing 

behavior includes disinhibited behaviors as well as other expressions of under socialization. 

Internalizing behavior includes withdrawal, fearfulness, inhibition, and anxiety. Behavioral control is 

related primarily to externalize problems (Barber, 1996). Behavioral control is about an attempt to 

regulate the child’s behavior (Barber et al., 1994). Psychological control focuses on exercising control 

over the child’s psychological world (Barber et al., 1994). Barber and Harmon (2002) suggested that 

the root of psychological control is the parents’ need to protect their “psychological power” in the 

parent–child relationships. In contrast, behavioral control can be considered as a result of parents’ 

attempts to socialize their children. 

Aunola and Nurmi (2005) in a similar study introduced and investigated dimensions of three different 

parenting styles. The researchers considered parenting styles’ influences on children’s (5-6 years old) 

behavior problem. These three parenting styles are: warmth affection or responsiveness, behavioral 

control or demandingness, and psychological control. Warmth affection or responsiveness is about 

“the extent to which parents show affective warmth, acceptance, and involvement in their interaction 

with their child”. Behavioral control or demandingness is about “the extent to which parents show 

control, maturity demands, limit setting, and supervision in their parenting” (Aunola and Nurmi, 2005, 

p. 1145). Psychological control is about control of parents over the emotions and behaviors of their 

child by using psychological tools, such as making children feel guilty or limiting love. The results of 

the study of Aunola and Nurmi (2005) showed that a high level of psychological control by mothers in 

combination with high affection can cause both internal and external problem behaviors among 

children. Behavioral control in combination with a low level of psychological control could decrease 

children's external problem. Other results of this study showed that mothers’ parenting has more 

important role in young children's problem behaviors compared to fathers. One reason could be that 

mother-child interactions are characterized more by warmth, responsiveness, and intimate exchanges 

compared to father- child interactions. Also, children are more open to maternal than paternal 
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influences (Darling & Steinberg, 1993). Fathers compared to mothers have shown that they try more 

to maintain dependency in their children. 

The differences between mothers and fathers to interact with their children have also been considered 

in other studies. Wilson and Durbin (2013) have studied parents of children between 3 to 5.5 years old. 

They investigated their interactions, responsiveness and behavior with their children during their 

relationship. According to their study, there are more emotional interchanges in mother-child 

interactions compared to father-child interactions. Father-child interactions also involve more control 

and discipline. Mothers spend more time interacting with their children compared to fathers, and they 

are also more responsive to their children. It was also found that parents of older children made fewer 

attempts to influence their child. 

Grebelsky’s (2014) considered the importance of verbal and non-verbal communication in parent-

child interactions. In this study, the gender of the parents and children, the ages of children and socio-

economic status of the families have been considered. This study shows that socialization patterns in 

the family are affected by parents’ gender. Parental cooperation’s patterns vary according to the 

parents’ gender. In contrast to the previously mentioned studies about the stereotypes of the fathers’ 

role in interaction, Grebelsky (2014) has found that level of involvement of fathers in raising the 

children has increased. This has led to nontraditional family roles. Fathers exhibit greater social 

sensitivity compared to what they did previously. This means that the traditional family structure has 

changed and has become more flexible, which causes the redefinition of family roles. Grebelsky 

(2014) concluded that in low social-economic status families (SES), mothers were more supportive 

and focused more on the child, while fathers were more like authority figures. Fathers are considered 

as tougher and more task-oriented which try to set the activity. The fathers in high-SES families care 

more about their relationships with their child, which means fathers’ status in high-SES has changed. 

The behavior of fathers in the high-SES families is opposed to the stereotype of fathers. Fathers are 

traditionally considered as achievement-oriented and determined to finish a task. The stereotype of a 

mother is a person who is empathic and tends to exhibit more therapeutic behavior.   

Parents dealing sexuality issues  

One of the children’s questions which is considered in this thesis is sexuality. Stone, Ingham, and 

Gibbins (2013) studied the challenges that parents (focus group of parents of 3-7 years old children in 

UK) usually have about early sexual socialization as well as the reasons parents restrict the knowledge 

of children about sexual awareness. In this article, the authors investigated whether giving children 

negative believes about their body make children have conflict and negative feelings about 

themselves. They also investigated what would happen to children if parents give them positive 

education about sexuality or early sexual education, for example whether children get more 

competence and confidence. This study showed that parents sometimes do not know what the best way 

to answer children’s challenging questions is. It can result in the feeling that they might be judged as 

“bad parents”, if they say “too much” and use “wrong terminology” and cross the boundaries of 

assumed allowable sexual knowledge of children. Many parents decide to be conservative in this 

matter, since there is very limited discussion and agreement between parents regarding the right and 

wrong way of answering. Stone et al. (2013) showed that sexual matter education in early ages is 

challenging because of the lack of clear rules and agreements among parents regarding proper way of 

answering questions in this field. It is not true to assume that because of the lack of parental education 

in this field, children are unaware of sexual matters. Children certainly are exposed to sexual contents 

from media and friends which can become conflicting to children without parental education. In the 
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context of sexuality, Geasler et al. (1995) tried to identify concerns and difficulties in the sexuality 

education of young children by discussing a group of parents of children between the ages of zero and 

five in the USA. They realized that there is conflict between parents’ own sexuality learning and the 

fact that they really want to communicate openly with their own children that can result in the kinds of 

behavior which are not desired by parents. Similar study has been done by Ballard and Gross (2009) in 

the USA which suggested that parental discussions are mainly about biological aspects of sexuality 

(such as anatomy and reproduction) and not much about personal relationships, which showed what 

parents believed to be developmentally appropriate. Davies and Robinson (2010) explored this further 

in their focus group discussion with parents and children (aged 3–5 years) in Australia, concluding 

that:  

There is a disjuncture between parents’ perceptions of their children’s awareness and knowledge of 

sexuality and relationships, and the knowledge many children already have around these issues. 

Parents can underestimate their children’s capacity to understand information about sexuality and 

relationships. (Davies & Robinson, 2010, p. 259) 

 

 

Adult’s role in children’s life questions   

The way that some teachers in primary school work with children’s life issues in the context of 

religious education as well as how they integrate those in other subjects is discussed by Gutic and 

Kovac (2014). They investigated what life issues mean according to the teachers and what important 

effects they think these issues have on children's learning. Finally, they seek answers to why questions 

of life are so important and why educators should use them in teaching. Their research showed that 

teachers in general devote particularly a little time for life issues, and even less frequently on religious 

teaching. This research showed that despite the child’s great need and interest to discuss life issues, 

this subject has low priority. In religious education, focus is mostly on facts about different religions.  

Children’s questions about life are discussed also in Johansson and Nilsson’s (2008) study. Their 

purpose was to investigate how children (8-11 years old) at Swedish school think about questions 

about life and especially about religion and their views of God. The questions of life that they chose to 

work with are those which affect life, loneliness, creation of the earth, war, violence, bullying, 

showing respect towards animals and nature. They chose to work with life issues to try and get one 

step closer to their purpose which is a productive and safe learning about life in school. They 

investigated the development of the subject of religion in schools by looking at how different 

curricular deal with religious instruction and life questions. Based on the results, they concluded that 

everyday issues of life such as family and friends affect children the most. Surprisingly, loneliness is a 

subject that students think about extensively. They also found differences between boys and girls, for 

example, girls have less confidence to talk about their thoughts about life and religion. Boys think 

more of evil, violence and bullying compare to girls. By talking to some teachers and student, the 

authors realized that religion has a very small part in teaching. They suggested that religious education 

should have a major role in Sweden’s multicultural schools.  

Sandgrehn (2007) investigated children’s questions about death. She also considered their educator’s 

responses to these kinds of questions. The author’s purpose was to analyze whether educators 

introduce existential issues and what their motivations are. The aim was to analyze the attitudes that 

teachers have and who they think are important when they address children's questions about death 
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and when children are sad. According to the teachers, children are vulnerable to communicate about 

what death means, when they themselves experience it after a loved one dies, which is when children 

take it by force. The teachers’ opinions on how children dealt with the loss of someone who has died 

at their schools were different. Some teachers felt that the kids were curious and asked questions about 

how the death happened. The teachers did not have any theoretical knowledge regarding children's 

existential issues and their grief and according to Sandgrehn (2007), they wish they had it. 

Research questions  

Based on the discussion in the introduction and previous literature sections about children’s various 

questions (especially the existential questions, life questions, and sexuality) and parents’ strategies of 

answering, the research question has been defined as ‘how parents struggle to find their own strategy 

to give appropriate answers to their children’s ‘difficult’ questions’. The research question in this 

study is answered through narrative perspective which is used to explore and identify how parents 

manage and use different strategies to answer their children’s questions. Narrative analysis is used to 

make sense of the parents’ stories about their interaction and communication with their children by 

explaining the aspects of the parents’ experiences toward their children’s ‘difficult’ questions. As it 

has been shown in the previous literature section, there are limitation in the literature in the context of 

parents’ answers to children’s ‘difficult’ (‘life’) questions which provide opportunity to do research 

and investigate it in the realm of the experiences and stories of the parents.   

Theoretical framework 

Narrative analysis 

To analyze the data, narrative analysis and especially thematic analysis has been used. In this study, 

narrative analysis approach has been selected since emphasize is on what parents tell to make sense of 

their stories. The interviewed parents in this study connected the events into a sequence which is 

consequential for possible future actions and as Riessman (2008, chapter 1) expressed, for what the 

speaker want the listener to get from the story. Narrative analysis captures the lifestyles of people. 

This study wants to realize what the strategies of the parents with different background are. The 

parents according to their lifestyles had various experiences and stories to tell about their styles of 

answering to the questions of their children. According to Riessman (2008, chapter 1), narrative has 

several meaning and is used differently in different fields, but it is usually assumed equivalent to 

‘story’ which in this study is considered as the stories of different strategies of parents.  

It is important to know why the stories of a ‘teller’ are important and why should we consider them. 

Hydén (1997) claimed that stories are important in our lives since they help us gain knowledge about 

the world and communicate this knowledge. The core of the concept of ‘Narrative’ is the story about 

the events or causes of the events. Furthermore, the stories are how we make our experiences and our 

world intelligible (Adelswärd, 1997). Many authors believe that story telling makes people’s lives 
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experienced and meaningful, and construct their identities. “Through life stories individuals and 

groups make sense of themselves; they tell what they are or what they wish to be, as they tell so they 

come, they are their stories” (Cortazzi as cited in Stokoe, 2006). Mishler (1997) argued that the story 

is telling us about the narrator and the world of narrator. By storytelling, we explain, deny or distress 

something. We give shape and meaning to the world and our experiences. There are different opinions 

on what actually constitutes a story and how it can be viewed and interpreted (Hydén, 1997). Hydén 

(1997) showed that there are two main views of what a story is. One view considers the story as a 

methodological source which is one of the several possible ways to interpret reality. In the second 

view, he considered the story as a unit with the beginning and end which focuses more often on 

capturing the reality. The former view is about the story being considered in a broader life narrative. 

The important factor in this definition is that the stories are events that take place in certain contexts, 

are caused by someone, perceived by someone and made by anyone. In the latter view, the definition 

of a story is “a well- defined unit within the framework of an ongoing call or linguistic representation” 

(Hydén, 1997, p.17).     

Small stories vs. big stories in the narrative analysis 

Phoenix (2008) argued that there are some advantages that occur when narrative analysts attend to the 

doing of narrative (story). For example, the analyst is able to get access to life stories which are told 

and the way they are occasioned, but also get the material that is not neatly told in stories in the form 

of beginning, middle or end or that appears incoherent. It can be said that narrative analysis allows us 

to focus on both event (or episode) stories (‘big stories’) and aspects of narrative identities. They are 

based on time, meaning that they present different time frames (‘small stories’) by showing the 

materials presented in the interview situation and the claims based on experience. Therefore, narrative 

analysis would help this thesis to access the reality of the parents’ stories to identify their strategies to 

answer. 

Narrative analysis can be considered as the small stories against big stories (Bamberg, 2006; Freeman, 

2006). In this thesis, ‘small stories’ have been explained but have not been used as an analytical tool 

and the focus is rather on the ‘big stories’. The researcher which are in favor of the small stories argue 

that we need to pay more attention to the micro-linguistic and social structure of everyday life and the 

small narrative phenomena that occur ‘naturally’ between people. These ‘small stories’ include 

unfolding, anticipated, imaginary, habitual, as well as past, singular ‘events’. Sometimes, they can be 

repeated content or themes spread out across representations. Furthermore, Bamberg (2006) claimed 

that they occur in spoken language, writing (i.e. text messages), and paralanguage and perhaps even in 

action. Emphasize on the small stories brings together the research on ‘naturally’ occurring stories, 

conversation-analytic, and some discourse-analytic ideas to study ‘natural’ language. This can apply 

them to a wider and more social range of narrative phenomena. By emphasizing on the small story, the 

event is prioritized over experience. Also, socially oriented narrative research is prioritized over 

individually oriented ones. The ‘event’ is formulized in a broadened way, and is considered in its most 

micro social versions, as well as in its wider, cultural variants (Bamberg, 2006). However, this thesis 

does not do analysis on the ‘small stories’ and emphasize is on the analysis of the ‘big stories’ of the 

parents’ experiences in their whole life relationships with their children. 

Some researchers such as Freeman (2006) are more in favor of the ‘big stories’. According to Freeman 

(2006), emphasis on the small stories in the narrative analysis has been increased compared to the big 

stories. The reason can be that the big stories usually entail a significant measure of reflection on 

either an episode of life, or the whole of it, which is different from small stories which focus on 
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everyday activities. It can be said that big stories and small stories complement each other and 

together, they can represent a promising integrative direction for narrative inquiry. Narrative 

reflections from big stories can facilitate study of situations which are mostly unavailable in the 

immediacy of the moment (Bamberg, 2006). In fact, narrative analysis and specially the big story is 

the main area where reflection is considered significantly important. Big story reflection involves “a 

particular kind of accounting practice [that is] quite different from situations in which ‘small stories’ 

are created and shared” (Bamberg, 2006, p.64). Freeman (2006) pointed out the tendencies in some 

‘small’ stories’ research to claim it as the ‘real thing’, and in some ‘big’ stories’ research to claim an 

imminent validating identity behind its narratives. ‘Big stories’ which are derived from the interviews, 

clinical encounters, and other such interrogative venues might seem to be abstract artifacts of just 

those kinds of reflective occasions that life story types wished to create.  

In order to organize the narrative analysis, different models of narrative analysis have been defined by 

Mishler (1997). He introduced a typology of different models of narrative analysis which includes 

three methods:  

- Reference frames and chronologically organizing: ‘Storytelling’ and ‘told’. The focus in this method 

is the order of real events and the order in which story is given.  

- Text, context and structure: The focus here is the structures and contexts that are created in different 

production types and genres.  

- The narrative features, context and consequences: The focus here is on narrative function.  

According to Riessman (2008, chapter 1), narrative is divided into three categories of thematic, 

structural and dialogic/performance analysis. Structural analysts are concerned with a story’s structure 

and orientation and mainly the linguistic phenomena as well as the story’s overall sequential 

composition. Dialogic/performance analysts combine aspects of the other two analytic orientations, 

but in addition ask “who an utterance may be directed to, when, and why, that is, for what purposes?” 

(Riessman, 2008, chapter 1). 

Riessman (2008, chapter 3) claimed that thematic analysis (TA) is about which specific theme will be 

analyzed. The exclusive focus in this type of analysis is ‘content’, which in this thesis are parents’ 

stories of their strategies to answer their children’s ‘difficult’ questions. In this thesis, thematic 

analysis is used as analyzing method. In thematic analysis, analysts are mainly interested in the 

topically and thematically surfaces in the realm of a story’s content. In this method of analysis, the 

analysts considers more the ‘told’ rather than the ‘telling’, which is the events and cognitions to which 

language refers to (the content of speech). This analysis is based on ‘what’ story is told with focusing 

on syntax and prosody (Riessman, 2008, chapter 3). TA is “a method for systematically identifying, 

organizing, and offering insight into patterns of meaning (themes) across a data set” (Braun & Clarke, 

2012, p.57).  

Methodology 

This study used a life story interviewing, with ten participants with various background living in 

Sweden. The interviews were provided with semi-structured interview questions to have opportunity 
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to identify the answers of the parents to their children’s (4-11 years old) various questions, especially 

those questions which are perceived as ‘difficult’ for the parents to answer.  

In order to collect the data, the semi-structured interviews were conducted within two weeks and in the 

places which were comfortable for the parents such as their homes, or somewhere quiet out of their 

houses. All of the conversations were tape-recorded and transcribed although transcription of tapes 

depending on the clarity of the recording and the level of the transcription might take a very long time. 

Depending on the analysis, some of the details from the quoted stories by the parents in the study are 

omitted (Braun & Clarke, 2006). Tape-recording does have its disadvantages. The respondent may not 

feel happy being audio taped and may even not agree to do the interview if it is recorded (Brinkmann 

& Kvale, 2015, chapter 4). The interviewees in this study felt completely comfortable to do the 

interviews while being recorded; the parents were actually very interested to be interviewed and 

explained about their experiences. From the beginning of the interview, they started to ask how they 

can help and even wanted to discuss more about the study and the results at the end of the interviews. 

Thematic analysis  

In this study, it is tried to identify the themes and codes and analyze them which could be an accurate 

reflection of the content of the entire data set. Data were originally analyzed using thematic analysis, 

which identified the patterns and themes surrounding how the experiences of the parents are as they 

encounter, engage with and live those experiences. The identifiable values emerging from this study’s 

analysis served as organizing themes in presenting the results, and are centered on the parents’ 

strategies of answering. By using TA, it is possible to focus on the meanings across a data set in order 

to make it possible for this study to see and make sense of the collective or shared meanings and 

experiences of the parents’ struggles to answer their children’s questions. The idea that narrative helps 

to make everyday experiences familiar (Riessman, 2008, chapter 1) is important in the methodology of 

this study. The two main reasons to use TA for this study are its accessibility and flexibility. By using 

thematic analysis, it is possible to identify, analyze and report patterns (themes) within qualitative data 

which are gathered by asking questions from participants. The themes, which are the strategies of the 

parents’ answers in this thesis, represent patterns of meaning within the data and represent something 

important (Braun & Clarke, 2012). The important part of this study is to emphasize on ’the told’- the 

events and cognitions to which language refers (the content of speech) (Riessman, 2008, chapter 3) in 

order to find the strategies. 

The analysis was conducted in five steps to ensure the reliability and validity of the coding. In this 

study the situation where the parents respond with some specific styles needs to be understood. 

Therefore, conducting the thematic analysis help this study to get access to initial ideas of answering’ 

styles in order to become familiar with the data. So, the interesting features of data were coded into 

various sections such as what the intentions of the parents to answer are. After that, the codes were 

reviewed and were put in potential themes. At the next stage, themes were identified and the thematic 

map was created. Finally, the analysis were performed to refine the specifics of each theme and to find 

the overall story of the analysis.  

Although TA has flexibility and is easy to use for researchers who are new to it, there are some 

disadvantages within this method. The disadvantages are mainly related to the poorly conducted 

analysis or inappropriate research questions, and not the method itself.  Furthermore, since the method 

is flexible in the sense that there is a wide range of analytic options, the potential range of things that 

can be said about the idea is broad. Although this can be an advantage, it can also make it difficult to 

develop specific guidelines for higher-phase analysis which can result in making difficulties for the 



16 

 

researcher to decide what aspects of their data to focus on. Another issue to consider is that thematic 

analysis does not have extensive interpretative power beyond mere description which makes it 

necessary to use proper existing theoretical framework. Other disadvantages of TA are visible when it 

is compared to other qualitative analytic methods. For instance, TA unlike narrative or other 

biographical approaches, “is not possible to retain a sense of continuity and contradiction through any 

one individual account, and these contradictions and consistencies across individual accounts may be 

revealing” (Braun & Clarke, 2006, p. 27). Also unlike methods like discourse analysis (DA) and 

conversation analysis (CA), the TA researcher cannot claim about language use, or the fine-grained 

functionality of talk by using simple thematic analysis. However, TA is increasingly used and 

considered as an appropriate and valuable method besides other qualitative methods such as grounded 

theory, narrative analysis, or discourse analysis (Braun & Clarke, 2006). 

There are two different approaches in thematic analysis; inductive and deductive. In inductive 

approach of data coding and analysis, the process is driven by what is in the data. This means that the 

themes and codes are extracted from the content of data and the mapped information closely matches 

the content of the data. In the inductive analysis, coding of data is done without trying to fit it into a 

pre-existing coding frame, or the researchers’ analytic preconceptions. In the other word, inductive 

thematic analysis is data-driven. In contrast, a deductive approach to data coding and analysis is a top-

down approach and the researcher brings to the data a series of concepts, ideas, or topics that they use 

to code and interpret the data. The deductive thematic analysis would tend to be driven by the 

researcher’s theoretical or analytic interest in the area, and thus is more explicitly analyst-driven. For 

the analysis of parents’ answers to children’s questions, an inductive thematic analysis has been 

performed as described by Braun and Clarke (2012). The themes were identified inductively from the 

data. 

The narrative interview and the semi-structured interview 

Narrative interviews focus on the stories that the subjects tell and on the plots and structures of their 

accounts. The stories may come up spontaneously during the interview or be elicited by the 

interviewer (Brinkmann & Kvale, 2015, p.178-180). In a study on narratives in interview research, 

there is no correct or ideal interview form; the appropriate mode of interview depends on the topic and 

the purpose of the interview, the interview’s subjects and the epistemological conceptions of the 

sought knowledge (Brinkmann & Kvale, 2015, p.178-180). The interviewees are encouraged by 

interviewer to tell stories and help them express and clarify their stories. During the analysis phase, the 

narrative structures of the interview stories can be worked out and the stories that should be told in the 

final report can be composed (Brinkmann & Kvale, 2015, p.253-254). Research interview is a 

professional conversation. It is a conversation that has a structure and a purpose, where the goal is to 

get nuanced descriptions of the interviewees’ stories (Kvale, 1997).  

Interview questions (see appendix B), which are based on the research questions of this thesis were 

prepared in the form of an interview guide. The questions were open and the interviewee had the 

possibility to express his or her reflections. It was also possible to bring up some follow-up questions 

depending on the answers of the interviewee. Questions in semi-structured interview do not need to 

always follow the scheduled outline exactly. Some questions that are not included in the guide can 

also be asked depending on the interviewee’s answers. However, all of the questions in the interview 

guide should be asked and a similar wording should be used in all interviews (Brinkmann & Kvale, 

2015, chapter 4). The semi-structured interview method is chosen here to get a deeper understanding 

of how parents themselves try to answer their children’s questions. Kvale (2007, chapter 5) expressed 
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that the semi-structured interview seeks to obtain descriptions of the life-world of the interviewee with 

respect to interpretation of the meaning of the described phenomenon; it will have a sequence of 

themes to be covered, as well as some suggested questions. However, there is openness to changes of 

sequence and forms of questions in order to follow up the specific answers given and the stories told 

by the subjects. The interviews in this study were flexible because it would be useful for the study to 

ask questions which let subjects of the study to describe their own stories. An information guide (see 

appendix B) with different questions in various parts was prepared but the questions were changed 

according to the interviewee descriptions and answers during the interview in order to get useful 

information to analyze.  

An interview guide was prepared with some questions based on the themes. The questions were about 

parents’ and children’s behaviors, emotions, their opinions, knowledge and experiences in the context 

of adult-child conversation and question-asking. Different questions about religion, death and 

sexuality which are perceived as life questions were asked based on previous literature (and parents’ 

definition as difficult questions). In fact, the informants chose themselves what they want to describe 

and they were not forced to answer questions they did not like to. The interview method may also lead 

to more extensive and profound answers. According to Brinkmann and Kvale (2015, chapter 4), we 

learn about other people, their experiences and feelings through interviews. A reliable base for study 

can be developed if the interviewer knows what to ask (Brinkmann & Kvale, 2015, p.278).   

Selection and Boundaries 

The selection of the subjects of this study is a self- selection process. Ten participants with various 

backgrounds which consist of two fathers and eight mothers were selected and interviewed. The semi-

structured technique was used in the interviews. The decision of selecting either father or mother was 

just based on their accessibility. The parents were found by asking my friends’ and families’ 

acquainted people around them. Three of these families talked about their son and the rest talked about 

their daughter. The ages of the target children were from 4 to 11 years old. The minimum age was 

selected considering the age that a child begins to formulate questions (Rosa, 1995; Harwood, 1962), 

especially those which are perceived as difficult for parents (as discussed in the previous literature 

section). The maximum age was selected in order to consider children under teenage ages. Children 

older than 11 years old need to be investigated in future studies. This thesis does not consider the age 

and gender of the children and the parents as the main factors since the intention of the study was to 

analyze and investigate the parents’ answers themselves. Obviously, these factors could affect the 

results which can be investigated in future studies. 

The interviewees were informed about the subject of the study by an information letter (see appendix 

A) which was sent to the parents’ email. In the letter, a brief explanation of the purpose of the study 

was described, and it was asked whether they want to participate or not. It was also mentioned that 

they can choose what they want to talk about considering the purpose of the study. During the 

interview it was asked if they were not comfortable about their participation so the conversation could 

be cut immediately. They were informed that their names will not be revealed and their identity will 

remain anonymous.  

The initial purpose of the thesis was to consider the diversity of the parents’ (cultural) backgrounds in 

order to compare and provide broader knowledge about different kinds of answers, so the parents were 

selected from different cultures. However, the purpose of the study changed but the selection remained 

the same since it did not cause any issue for the study and the focus is on the narratives of the 
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interviewees. It needs more research with more than ten interviewees to gain more comprehensive 

results. Due to the limitations in the selection of the interviewees, they were limited to ten. Therefore, 

during the analyses, it is tried to avoid relating parents’ answers to their cultural and religious 

background, despite the claims of some of the parents.  

Investigated subjects 

The families’ backgrounds which are explained here are all based on the information that parents 

wanted to share during the interview themselves. All of the interviews were translated to English 

except one which was originally done in English. 

Informant #1, Farrah:  

This interview was done in Persian with Farrah. She is from Iran. She has been chosen because her 

family is considered a religious family according to her claim. Farrah (34 years old) is a housewife 

with high school degree from Iran and her husband (52 years old) is working as inspector for gas 

stations, and has a degree in computer science from Sweden. They are a religious Muslim family. The 

father has been living in Sweden for more than 20 years since he came to Sweden as an immigrant. He 

had another family, and after divorcing, he married Farrah. Farrah came in Sweden in 2011. They have 

2 daughters, one almost 3 years old and one 5.5 years old which is the subject of the interview.   

Informant #2, Rana: 

This interview was done in Persian with Rana. Rana’s family is from Iran and came to Sweden in 

2010. She has been chosen because she is from an Iranian family who are not religious and they would 

like to be recognized as Swedish people. Rana (34 years old) has bachelor degree in management and 

the father (36 years old) has bachelor degree in mechanical engineering. They have a 7.5 years old 

boy. Rana is Kurd and talks to her child in Kurdish. The father is working as ‘personal assistant’ and 

Mother is working as ‘nanny’ in kindergarten. They have divorced and been living separately for 

almost one and a half year but they sometimes stay together for the sake of their child.  

Informant #3, Cajsa: 

This interview was done with Cajsa in Swedish. Cajsa is 32 years old and is originally from Iran. She 

and her family moved to Sweden when she was 4 years old. She is working as accountant but now she 

is on parental leave. She has a Swedish husband. They are not religious but they are interested to know 

how religion can affect the culture. She has 3 children. The target child is her oldest son who is 11 

years old and is actually her foster child, i.e. her husband’s son. The initial idea was to interview either 

the actual father or actual mother of the family but they could not show up, therefore, the interview 

was done with the foster mother.  

Informant #4, Camilla: 

This interview was done with Camilla in Swedish. Camilla is from Estonia and came to Sweden 

almost 5 years ago. She has an 8 years old daughter. She is not living with her child’s father and she 

has an Estonian Sambo in Sweden now. They are Christian but they do not go to church regularly. She 

is now working as a substitute teacher in a preschool.  

Informant #5, Mick:  

This interview was done with Mick in Swedish. He is Swedish and the mother of the family is 

Estonian. They have lived in Estonia for five years and a short time in Italy. They have an 8 years old 

girl. They are not religious. Mick is working as a freelance writer for different organizations.  



19 

 

Informant #6, Bob:  

This interview was done with Bob in Swedish. His Family is Swedish. Bob is a 45 years old researcher 

at university. They are not a religious family. They have an almost 10 years old boy. 

Informant #7, Alma:  

This interview was done with Alma in Swedish. They are from Armenia and came to Sweden from 

Armenia 6 years ago. They are Christian but not very religious. She was psychologist and pedagogue 

at preschools in Armenia and now she is working as ‘personal assistant’. She is studying ‘social 

worker (Socionom)’ in Sweden. They have a 6 years old daughter.  

Informant #8, Ellina:  

This interview was done with Ellina in Swedish. They are a Swedish family. They have two children 

and the target child is a 5 years old girl. Ellina is a researcher at university. They are a religious family 

and go to church regularly.  Ellina’s father is a priest and all of the Ellina’s tradition and religion 

background are because of him.  

Informant #9, Yilmar:  

This interview was done with Yilmar in English. They are coming from turkey. They came to Sweden 

5 years ago because of her husband’s job at Ericsson and then they decided to stay in Sweden. Yilmar 

studied photography and was a TV producer and program presenter in Turkey. Now she is studying 

Swedish in order to study media and journalism at university. They have an 8 years old son. They are 

not a religious family and as she claimed they are from a modern family of turkey and have more 

European background (as mother claimed).  

Informant #10, Andrea:  

This interview was done with Andrea in English. She is from Thailand and the father of the family is 

Swedish. They were divers in Thailand. Mother studied and worked in finance (accounting) in 

Thailand. Her husband is a truck driver and rents out trucks to ICA supermarket. They have two 

children and the target child is an 8 years old girl. Andrea was Buddhism in Thailand similar to her 

parents but since she came to Sweden, she does not believe in any religion or God. She claimed that 

she is a “humanist”. She is now studying at high school level in an adult education center. 

Implementation of the method 

The semi-structured questions were used in this study in order to get the most essential information 

during the interviews. Brinkmann and Kvale (2015, chapter 4) demonstrated that the interviewer 

should describe the purpose of the interview for the informants. This was done when the interviewer 

and the interviewees met at the time of the interview. There were also various supplementary 

questions to the interviewees, because each person expresses different events that are important to 

them. It was tried to show flexibility and openness throughout the interview.  

Ethical considerations 

Researchers must protect the privacy and the confidentiality of the interviewees by changing the name 

and other identifying traits when the interviews are reported (Kvale, 1997). In this report, fictitious 

names have been selected for the interviewed parents to protect the identity of themselves and their 
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children. During the interview, the personal aspects such as the stress of the interviewee from the 

interview should be considered. In interviews for this thesis, participants were comfortable and 

interested to do the interview and answer the questions. In order to translate the interviewees’ stories 

to English, the important linguistic and social issues of translation as discussed in Brinkmann and 

Kvale (2015, chapter 10) were considered. Although the interviewees had different cultural 

backgrounds, they had strong bonds with Swedish culture either due to living with a Swedish partner, 

or living in Sweden for more than 4 years. In the interviews with people with various cultures, it is 

difficult to consider all cultural factors (habits, practices, positions) that affect the relationship between 

the interviewer and the interviewee (Brinkmann & Kvale, 2015, chapter 8). During the interviews in 

the current study, diversity of cultures did not cause any difficulties in communication or any ethical 

issues. 

As Kvale (2007, p.27) emphasized, the subjects should obtain ‘informed consent’ to participate in the 

study. “Informed consent entails informing the research subjects about the overall purpose of the 

investigation, as well as of possible risks and benefits from participation in the research project” 

Kvale, 2007, p.27). Before starting the interviews, all the interviewees were informed about the 

purpose and the procedure of the interview. This included the information about confidentiality of 

data, people who will have access to the data, the interviewer rights to publish the whole interview or 

parts of it and their right to have access to the transcription and the analyses of the interviews (Kvale, 

2007, p.27-28). 

Result and analysis 

Responsive (informative) answers  
“I response completely and describe everything.” All of the parents in this study claimed that they try 

to answer their children’s questions. However, children’s questions are sometimes too difficult for 

parents to answer, since they do not know the answers or it is too hard to find the best one. The theme 

‘responsive answers’ has been selected based on the parents’ own answers to the questions and the 

asked information by their children. Responsiveness refers to the parents’ recognition of the child’s 

individuality (Darling & Steinberg, 1993). 

All of the parents during the interview indicated that they try to be informative about their children’s 

different issues and questions. Therefore, the parents’ strategies and ways of responses to their 

children have been chosen as sub-themes and are discussed in the following. The themes and sub-

themes of this thesis are based on the difficulty of the children’s questions based on what parents 

themselves expressed during the interviews and not the ordinary question-answer conversation e.g. 

What is it? What does it mean? How does it work?  

The title of the sub-themes are; Parental cooperation, Telling before a questions is asked, Parents cope 

with difficult questions by trying to find the best answer, Parents cope with difficult question about 

reality. 
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Parental cooperation 

Some of the parents in this thesis try to always be available for their children in the situations that 

children ask ‘difficult’ questions. Their strategy is to cooperate with their children in various child-

parents interactions. Some of these strategies and cooperation have various forms based on parenting 

practices and their own styles (Grebelsky, 2014). For example in this study, parents actively get 

involved in their children’s issues or support children’s problems verbally or nonverbally, answer 

before child start to ask about an issue and if they do not have answers they try to find it on the 

internet in order to be responsive as much as they could. These strategies are discussed during the 

analysis.  

Bob claimed that he always tries to be available for his child to listen and answer his questions in 

appropriate ways for a 9 years old boy, however, his child sometimes thinks that his father does not 

listen to him because the father always does his job at home. Bob always explains what he believes in 

and sometimes gives his son some suggestions and then let him think about the issues himself. Bob 

explained his child’s question regarding life after death which was that people cannot just die and 

whether it should be something else after death. Bob found his son’s question difficult to answer 

because he thought he could be more responsive if he was a religious person and he could tell his child 

that there would be somewhere else to live after death. He instead found another strategy to answer his 

child:  

     So then I talk to him and describe that what I believe in and… I say that yeah, this is very much 

possible that it would be something after that and this is interesting… I try to say yeah I… what I 

believe in but then I told him that he doesn’t need to think and believe in this way… 

Bob gave her son information about the life after death and what he himself believes in and then he 

gave his son opportunity to think, however Bob was not sure whether he could give his son the ’true’ 

answer or not. 

Cajsa similar to Bob tries to use the strategy by getting actively involved in her discussion with her 

foster son when an issue comes up. They try not to affect each other’s opinion. Similar to Bob, she 

tries to give her son suggestions and helps him think. Most of the times, she lets her son think himself 

and believe in what he wants to. In the context of helping beggars, her son felt so hopeless that he did 

not know how to help them. Cajsa did not know how to give her son better feelings because she 

herself has not ever thought about this issue, but she claimed that her strategy is to give her son useful 

suggestions: 

     We used to say I think like this based on that but you can believe in what you believe yourself and 

in what you want to think…  

Cajsa also claimed that they have not ever confronted a strange situation that they could not solve it. 

So due to Cajsa’s strategy of responding, all issues are always solved by discussion in their 

conversations. One of the factors that might affect Cajsa’s answers, when she tries to have more 

discussion with her son about different issues, is that they did not actually discuss about all sort of 

issues in her own family: 

     A family where they have not lied but have not told the whole truth neither, maybe because this is 

not good for a child to hear… 

Cajsa claimed that her strategy is to be involved and cooperate in all issues that her son might have 

and not be similar to her own family that sometimes hide the reality. 
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The strategy ‘Actively involved and cooperate’ in every issues for Mick and Camilla’s styles of 

answering (as they claimed) are accompanied by giving their children every details.   

Mick confronted a situation with his child in which he was not ready to answer. The story is related to 

when they were in Italy for a short period of time. His child was going to a catholic kindergarten there. 

His daughter asked about ‘who is God and Jesus’ and his strategy was to give the whole history of 

Jesus’s life, however, he said that his child did not question it much because she is little and cannot go 

deep in these kind of issues. He actually likes history and that is why he answered and gave 

information based on his knowledge of the history of the religion and the books he read:  

     I used a way of explanation from the Christian methodology… for example I talked about Jesus and 

new testament and maybe… also… the old testament as a story and ee as a part of how the real history 

is within the same type that how Jesus have lived eee but too much about information about his life 

and his relationship with Jews…  

Mick realized that he described everything and even more than what his daughter wanted to know, 

however he felt that his strategy to explain completely would be useful in order to let his child fully 

understand the issue. He thought that his child would be happier if she gets the whole history so he is 

confident with his strategy of answering. It is similar to what is discussed in Chouinard et al. (2007) 

that while children get the information they want they will be satisfied and do not re-ask their 

questions.  

Another occasion of ‘parental cooperation’ strategy is when Camilla tried to calm her child in a 

situation which was uncomfortable for her child. Camilla’s strategy to answer is to describe a situation 

before her child ask about and she tries to avoid unusual situation for her child:  

     The problem is that she doesn’t want to meet her Dad but I cannot do anything… she doesn’t ask 

with words but with how she acts…and this have been the hardest eee to explain why I and her Dad 

don’t want to live with each other ee why this is like that, because she doesn’t like us to be together, 

she feels not so good. I tried once that when I went, I told her Dad for example here is my daughter 

and then I just left and we had no more discussion because I know that she doesn’t feel good. 

Camilla understood what his daughter’s feelings were and although this was a difficult situation for 

Camilla, she found out that she did not need to say a word to solve the problem. She used non-verbal 

communication and strategy to support her child and made her feel comfortable. Cooperation in terms 

of support is defined as parental reinforcement, appreciation, or esteem; as the reinforcement of the 

child’s autonomy or privacy; and as parental reactions that prolong the mutual interaction (Grebelsky, 

2014). Camilla’s strategy was to be non-verbally responsive to her child in order to make the situation 

easier and show her daughter that she supports her and understand her feelings. 

Telling before a question is asked 

Based on the gathered data in this study, it can be seen that children sometimes do not ask questions 

about an issue, either because they just do not want to ask or they do not feel that they need to ask and 

know about the issue. Bob, Camilla and Cajsa claimed that if they want to be actively involved within 

conversations with their children and be responsive, they should always be ready and it is even a 

useful strategy to talk about some issues before the child start to ask. These three parents want to 

engage in cooperative interactive parental patterns with their children and avoid having non-

cooperative behaviors and negative influences on their children (Grebelsky, 2014).  
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In one occasion, Bob tried to bring up an issue in the context of sexuality before his child ask. He 

wanted to let his child discuss about it openly, however, his child does not like to talk about these 

issues and feels embarrassed. Bob said that he could not do anything else to make his child ask about 

sexuality and be open about it. Bob expressed that he has tried to teach his child to be open about 

sexuality issues. In another occasion, Camilla expressed that her daughter explains about things 

around most of the time and she is more talkative rather than asking questions, so Camilla’s strategy in 

this occasion is to give all information to her child about an issue in case that her daughter may 

confront that issue in the future: 

     I’ve sometimes prepared myself to say what the Gay and the Lesbian are.  

When sex or narcotic scenes are shown on TV, Camila’s daughter does not like to talk about them, but 

Camilla starts to explain these scenes for her. Her strategy is to simplify the situation for her daughter 

besides “giving information before asked” in order to let her child talk openly and may someday come 

to her mom and describe about these subjects: 

     She can sit with us and watch TV right now because when we watch TV, we explain some things 

about it for her, but she doesn’t ask so often.  

Camilla knows when she should describe some situations for her daughter in order to avoid 

confronting any dilemma, as she claimed that she knows in which situation a question may come up.  

Cajsa also tried to let her son ask about some issues such as death that may affect him and make him 

sad. Considering child’s best interest is an important task in ‘parenting’ which could affect children 

positively (Qvarsell, 2013); parents try to affect their children by supervising them into finding the 

best way to react (Aunola & Nurmi, 2005). However in some situation such as Cajsa’s story (in the 

following), her parenting practices and the level of her parental affection to adjust her child’s feelings 

and behaviors into the right path, just make her child uncomfortable. Cajsa claimed that from the age 

of nine until now (11 years old) three members of her son’s family (grandparents) died so she was 

very concerned about her son’s feelings and thoughts. When her son did not ask about death, she 

thought she could ask him instead, to make him talk about his feelings, however her foster son did not 

do that and Cajsa’s strategy failed:  

     When I asked him if he thinks about death now and these things, he said “no, I don’t know that if I 

want to think, I don’t know…” 

So the discussion was finished and she did not try again her strategy later on. Cajsa also claimed that 

her son seems to know already about these kinds of issues. Mother and child interaction and parenting 

style in this story and in the context of providing information before it is requested, do not facilitate 

child’s adjustment (Aunola & Nurmi, 2005), and instead may make the child not to question the same 

issue if it happens in the future.  

In another situation, Cajsa tried to encourage her son to ask about sexuality. Cajsa similar to Bob tried 

to be responsive and informative in the context of sexuality because she did not want to allow her son 

feel uncomfortable to ask about sexuality or feel embarrassed whenever he feels that he need to ask 

about it. Cajsa always tells her son that: 

     I’ve told him or we have told him that you should ask everything, a little bit like this and I don’t 

think that something were embarrassing or tough between us.   

Here, she has used another strategy that made her son ask a difficult question. When they want to see 

something on the internet and suddenly some advertisement is shown which has inappropriate sexual 
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photos, she starts to explain that these kinds of things are not real and she tries to discuss with him 

about the reality, however, it is before her son even thinks that he needs to ask about it. 

However, the parents’ styles and strategies which have been introduced in this theme are parent’s 

attempt to be good, effective and pedagogic. They try to affect their children positively but their 

cooperation in terms of challenge may harm their children’s privacy. These parents parenting practices 

may interrupt the parents-child interaction (Grebelsky, 2014).   

Parents cope with difficult questions by trying to find the ‘best’ answer 

Rana similar to the other parents in this study, sometimes faces the situations where she should try to 

find the ‘best’ answer. Based on each parent’s perspective, the ‘best’ answer is about being responsive 

and informative toward the child’s questions with their own strategy (there is no global ‘best’ answer 

here; it is based on what parents themselves claimed). However, sometimes it is difficult to find the 

‘best’ answer for all of the parents, because they do not know what the ‘best’ answer is and how they 

should answer. When Rana and her son were in Athens for vacation, her son asked him why people 

are begging there. Rana’s first strategy to answer, did not have a good influence on her son, because 

after Rana’s answer, her son tried to find a connection between his own family’s situation and beggars 

in Athens. Rana claimed that she just found the easiest way to answer:  

     Because they are poor and do not have money not in their country nor here in their new country, 

they thought they can earn money in the new country but they don’t. 

Rana’s strategy made her change the wrong attitude that she implicitly (she did not want to do that) 

gave to her child because her son questioned Rana if they came to Sweden because they themselves 

were poor. Rana found this situation difficult to explain properly for his child. In this situation she not 

only needed to find another strategy to answer her child but also she had to describe and change his 

wrong attitude:   

     Oj, so I just said aaa no no no we were not poor, my family are living in Sweden and I liked to 

come here to live with them and aaa and you know these kind of things I said.  

But again, she did not describe ‘properly’ and she failed to openly answer in order to fix the issue 

because her son questioned again her mother that they already have had his father’s family in Iran. 

Rana again continued with the same strategy, hoping it might work without more questions from her 

son;  

     Well, because they were not my family and we were not poor.   

Rana did not know how to explain that they were not actually poor in Iran and change her son’s 

attitude; however, her strategy was to find the ‘best’ answer for her child’s questions. 

The strategy “parents’ effort to find the best answer” includes Alma’s answer who tried to solve her 

child’s identity dilemma, which was to make her child proud of her roots and culture. Alma claimed 

that her daughter wants to talk more in Swedish than Armenian and she wants to be more like Swedish 

people. Her daughter becomes upset whenever she faces a situation that someone does not recognize 

her as a Swedish person because of not having blond hair and blue eyes. However, the mother also 

does not want to make her child being similar to Armenian, because she believes that they are living in 

Sweden so it would be better to be similar to Swedish people (as she herself always dyes her hair to 

have blond hair), but she does not let her child to forget or hate their own roots.  
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When her daughter was angry, Alma realized that her daughter’s teacher told her that ‘you are not 

Swedish’. Her daughter asked her mother that why they are not Swedish. Alma became upset and she 

immediately told her daughter’s teacher that they have done discrimination. However, she did not 

show her child that she was angry and then she claimed that her strategy was to find the ‘best’ way to 

calm down her daughter and give her child strength about her own identity. Alma told her child that 

she should be proud of being Armenian and do not let anybody act like that again. However, her 

daughter still does not want to talk Armenian with his mother because she knows that her mother can 

speak Swedish. Alma in this situation used another strategy to make her child proud of her roots so she 

decided not to answer her daughter whenever she is talking in Swedish, although her daughter became 

angry that she knows her mother can understand Swedish and just do not want to answer. Alma herself 

is still confused and struggle about becoming Swedish or remaining Armenian but she anyway tries to 

find the ‘best’ strategy to make her daughter proud of her roots.  

The issue that Elma has when trying to cope with her child difficult question is about genital 

questions. Elma tries to teach her daughter about the gender. However, she claimed that her daughter 

(5 years old) is mostly talking about things around and not asking too much, but the genital issue is her 

daughter’s usual questions in this age. Elma actually feels comfortable to talk about this issue with her 

daughter in order to let her ask about it or in order to not let her child feels bad about being a girl. 

Elma’s strategy is to not make her child feel embarrassed or guilty that her self-exploration is wrong 

and dirty (Stone et al., 2013): 

     Exactly in this age she differs between girls and boys very much that you Mom and me are girls 

and my brother and Dad are boys and eee then she became like this; Mom why don’t I have any 

’Snoppa’ … I have two butts she says and I say no we can say that this is ’Snippa’ eee she is like; no 

these are two butts or I have just one butt and my brother has ’Snoppa’ and I’m like that; what… you 

have one ‘Snippa’, so she is like; I have no gender… 

Elma did not show her child that she is angry with her because of what she thinks about not being like 

boys. Elma’s strategy was to act naturally instead and give her child an answer which she thought was 

‘appropriate’ for her child’s age and the ‘best’ way to answer. Elma claimed that she as a mother is 

actually more open compare to when she was child and wanted to talk to her mother about sexuality. 

In fact, she herself got information about sexual matters when she was almost 12 years old.   

Elma tried to find the ‘best’ strategy to answer her child by for example making the situation sound 

natural: 

     After that aa I don’t try to do something like; aaa go and wash your ’snippa’ aaa we move on as 

always and won’t be humhum about this aa like this that wash your ’snippa’ and your hands and aaa I 

think there is nothing strange about it.  

Elma’s strategy is to let her child identify her gender without feeling ashamed or unusual. She did not 

exaggerate the situation when talking about genital issues and at the same time she did not avoid to 

answer. Elma’s strategy and beliefs about her child’s genital issues, could be concluded as what in 

Stone et al. (2013) study has been claimed as parents’ willingness and ability to discuss sexuality 

openly which give their children both competence and confidence. This is what Elma wants to see in 

her reactions toward her child’s genital questions; giving her child confidence about her gender.  

Another occasion is about Andrea who used her own strategy to give her child strength and better 

feeling. Her daughter did not feel comfortable at school and felt stressed because other children there 

did not play with her or bullied her. She always wants to know why other children do not play with 
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her. Andrea based on her experiences at her own childhood, told her child that she does not need to 

think about these kinds of issues at school and it is just better to not care about those children. 

However her strategy did not work because since then, her daughter was discussing her problem with 

their neighbor instead of her own mother. Andrea became upset and found the situation more difficult 

than she thought it was. She decided to find another way in another occasion. However, Andrea used 

the same strategy again because she thinks that she should be logical as much as she could and she did 

not want to react emotionally in the difficult situations with her daughter. Her strategy is to make her 

child ignore the people around her in order to feel better. Her style of parenting does not work because 

her daughter still feels unsecure. 

Parents cope with difficult questions about reality 

Andrea tries to give her child logical answers and her strategy is not to hide the reality. She tries to 

show and teach her child the reality instead of reacting emotionally about the issues;  

     Then I said that aaa they died (an animal, Bambi as her children called it) aaa they said that what 

does it mean they are dead? I said that because we need food they were killed… aaa this is different 

from grandparents because they were sick and become old so they aa … then they asked also why we 

don’t eat grandparents and then I said that we killed animals because we want to have food aaa we 

are human and we cannot eat human and so we call it ‘Cannibal’ and like this and then she came with 

the same questions that why we cannot be ‘Cannibal’ and why we don’t do this and that… 

After Andrea’s explanation, her daughter did not eat meats so Andrea then found a way to make her 

eat: 

     Then I said no you need meat and if we don’t eat meat there will be a lot of cows on the planet aaa 

the same as in India and something like this…  

She tried to convince them and she thought that her answers are logical and real which make them 

understand the reality of death and eating meats. Andrea believes that if she wants to be responsive 

and copes with the difficult situation with her child, she should always answer based on reality and do 

not relate everything to fiction, unreality and even to religion. Andrea is confident with what she says 

to her child so she claimed that her answers are ‘the true ones’ and that is why her child will not feel 

manipulated by her own parents.  

Some of the parents claimed that some questions are easy and obvious to answer because they have 

clearly know the real answers which are not really strange and difficult, but these questions sometimes 

bring up some dilemmas for parents to cope with (Wh-questions and non/explanatory answers in 

studies of Chouinard et al., 2007; Callanan & Oakes, 1992; and Frazier et al., 2009). In an occasion, 

Alma wanted to find an answer on the internet but she did not even have the chance. When Alma’s 

child asked her mom that what the planets and sun called together, Alma could not remember what the 

name was at that moment. Whenever she tried to remember it, her daughter said that this is called solar 

system. 

She did not get a chance to find it on the internet because her child already knew the answer. Alma 

claimed that her daughter sometimes wants to test her in order to know whether she knows the 

answers or whether she answers similarly in different occasions or not. She actually tries to manipulate 

her mother. Alma also claimed that after this question, her daughter asked her that why she sometimes 

does not know answers which make her mother uncomfortable because she just did not remember or 

she just needed to have more time to find the answer. Alma could not handle these situations and just 

told her daughter that she needs more time. Alma also assumed that this could be because her child 
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just tries to find the information that she needs. Her daughter sometimes might feel that she should 

find a way to solve her problems and disequilibrium so she might want to be sure that her mother 

could be her resource for help and an informer rather than trying to manipulate her mother (Chouinard 

et al., 2007). 

Avoiding answers 

Difficulty to find answers sometimes make parents avoid giving the whole information regarding a 

question to their children or even make them not desire to answer: “it is hard, what should I tell him?”, 

“I think it is a little bit too early…”, “I think that it is unnecessary to say these things…”, “I told her 

that NO you don’t need to think about these things, aa I didn’t answer …”. 

Limit or restrict the answer 

Rana got divorced one and a half years ago and she does not want to tell her son why she and her 

husband did not want to live together anymore. Rana is trying to make her child understand the 

situation but she finds her child’s question difficult to answer: 

     He asked; Mom, why you got divorced? He is angry I know, I understand.  

In order to find an ‘appropriate’ answer according to child’s age, she just told her son that they could 

not live together anymore and they will be happier and it would be great that they can have two houses 

now, mom’s house and dad’s house. As Rana claimed, she tries to manipulate her child and divert the 

discussion to another point than the real issue. She relates her answer to something else that she thinks 

might make her child happy or make him not to think about divorce anymore. Her son is asking the 

same question since the parents got divorced and Rana has been using the same strategy since then: 

     I also told him that you will understand when you grow older.  

Rana wants her child stop asking or thinking about the issue so she thinks that the appropriate strategy 

is to limit the answers or answer him not deeply and without unnecessary details. The appropriateness 

of parent’s response depends on child’s needs or desires in a given moment as well as parents’ goals 

for child’s behavior (Wilson & Durbin, 2013). She hopes that maybe someday her son understands 

their problem. Rana cares about her son’s feeling and tries not to hurt him but she sometimes does not 

know how to have the best reaction in front of her son. Another situation with the same issue which 

was also difficult for Rana and confused her, is about when she wanted to hide something from her 

child’s dad but her son realized Rana’s intention. She did not actually include her son in their 

problems but on the other hand she does not know how to not affect her child and not teach her lying: 

     I tell him that no I do not want or like to lie but sometimes we cannot say some kind of things to 

your Dad. My son asked me why, WHY? And I answered that I don’t know.  

Children try to solve their problems and issues therefore they ask questions until they get their needed 

answers (Chouinard et al., 2007). Rana’s strategy could not convince her child about his problem and 

she always uses the same strategy and wonders why it does not work. Her answers are not informative 

enough so her son persists to ask the same question (Frazier et al., 2009). She thinks that they need 

time to make her child understand the situation.  

In another situation Andrea’s child questioned her mother because of not being consistent in answering 

a question. Andrea tried to correct what she said about ‘humanity’. Once she said that people all over 

the world treat each other based on who is rich and who is poor. When her child questioned her 



28 

 

mother, Andrea could not express her believes about people’s discrimination. Her daughter asked her 

mom that why she thinks like that and she should not say that people do not treat each other the same. 

Andrea in this situation avoided to discuss with her child about why people do not treat each other the 

same. So Andrea’s strategy here was to limit her answer in order to let the child believe in ‘people’s 

equality’ at this age:   

     Then I said aaa… we believe in the value of the human being and the skin color doesn’t matter so 

this is aaa this is like that people are the same and people cannot be unrespectful toward someone 

because of having another skin color than you and they said; jaha ok.  

Farrah as a Muslim mother is one of the parents who tries to find the ‘best’ answer for her child’s 

question. One of her strategies to answer in the context of religion is limiting the answers in order to 

correct her child’s attitude about Muslims. Her child saw the ISIS actions on TV who burned a man 

and she asked whether these people are Muslims and questioned their actions to kill people. Farrah 

answered based on her religion and based on what she herself believes is the right interpretation of 

Muslims: 

     I tell her that they are not good people, they are crazy, I tell her that Muslims are kind and do not 

annoy people. ISIS wants to show Muslims as cruel and bad people.  

Farrah did not explain more about why and how ISIS killed people and her strategy is actually just to 

explain the issue with a short answer. She did not know what the ‘best’ answer in this situation is but 

she did what she thought is ‘appropriate’ according to her daughter’s age. Farrah just tried to give 

quick answer to correct the definition of Muslims and she thinks that limiting her answers in this 

situation would be better considering her child’s age. Limiting answers and combining them with the 

cause-consequences answers (Callanan & Oakes, 1992) (cause of killing people and the consequence 

in which then God will not like them) is what Farrah uses as her strategy to respond her child. It is her 

parenting strategy in order to protect her child from having wrong idea about Muslims (Aunola & 

Nurmi, 2005).  

In the subject of sexuality and in the ‘limiting answers’ strategy, Mick claimed that he always avoids 

to talk about or bring up sexuality issues. Mick does not want to talk about sexuality issues directly 

with his daughter because he thinks that it is too early to talk about sexual issues with his child. He 

claimed that it is too hard to find an answer which is the ‘best’ and ‘appropriate’ according to the 

child’s age. In one of the situations, he avoided to answer his child’s questions and also used limiting 

answers as a strategy: 

     We actually just blurred the aa… and aaa we suddenly just watch another program or watch 

another things so I can say that we have avoiding strategy aa… for example watch the TV and they 

are not maybe aa they have a little clothes on themselves and they kiss and hug each other aa so she 

asked what they are doing and but we put the answer in the level that they like each other and she has 

accepted the answer.  

Mick’s strategy here was to give short answer that has been thought out beforehand in order to not 

give details. He claimed that he knows as a father that when would be the best time for his child to 

understand about sexuality (same as the study of Davies & Robinson, 2010).  
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Limiting answers by simplifying the answer  

Mick’s strategy to answer his daughter about death, is simplifying the answer based on the age of the 

child and in order to let his child understand the issue better. When his child asked why grandparent 

died and when you and mom will die, he said: 

     We answered as simple as possible and then if there isn’t specific sickness so we say that yeah she 

was too old so her heart stopped beating.  

     We say that this is when you will have your own children before we die and she says that aaa my 

children will come much later like several months until then and we say that yeah several months until 

then.  

Mick knew that his daughter’s question was just because she was worried about her parent’s dying so 

he avoided opening the issue and found another strategy in order to let his daughter feel comfortable.  

Elma also tried to find a strategy based on her daughter’s age to answer about death in which she told 

her child that whenever someone dies, he will go to the space. Elma’s father is a priest and she follows 

the way she has been taught to think about death and God. She also considers her daughter’s 

kindergarten where they talked about space, and the heaven being in space: 

     My daughter said that I do not want to die and don’t want to go to the space and I was like aaa no 

no not now and it takes a very long time aa but when somehow we think more about it and aaa maybe 

it is too early to talk about it.  

Elma also tried not to be so realistic or harsh about talking about death with her child. When her 

daughter asked her ’when you die or when you go to space’ Elma answered: 

     Nooo long time remains so we cannot say that yes this could happen anytime and when we go to 

the street and we get hit by car and something like this… or you will die but first you become old and 

yes maybe you will have family and something like that…  

Mick and Elma both think that it is too early to talk about death in this age, so their strategy is to not 

open the issue (death) and just simplify it for their children.  

Camilla is also trying to simplify the answer to death using her own strategy. As described before, 

Camilla explains a situation before her child even thinks about asking a question because Camilla 

thinks that her child may face an issue someday. Her child without any previous plan was forced to be 

in one of her mother’s family’s funeral. Camilla used a new strategy because of her experiences in 

childhood with her brother:  

     Then I realized that ah what I said because my Mom also often was sick and he thought that Mom 

is sick and she might die. That is why I thought not to tell my daughter that uncle was sick and so he is 

dead…  

Her strategy was to simplify the issue regarding her child’s age in order to not let her child feel panic, 

sad and worry about her own mom and dad’s death.  

Avoiding but obliged to answer  

There are some situations where parents want to avoid answering questions, but in the meantime they 

cannot avoid answering (as their strategy to face an issue) because of the country they live in or 

because of the socially accepted issue. In this situation, the parents feel obliged to find an answer to 

their children’s questions. Therefore, a dilemma arises here which is whether to use ‘responsive’ 
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strategy or ‘avoiding’ strategy. Some of the interviewees (two mothers) in this study were not 

comfortable to give an answer about where children are coming from. All parents have to sometime 

face the question of ‘where do babies come from?’ from their children (Stone et al., 2013). However, 

some of the interviewees claimed that they obliged to say something because it is a topic which people 

and teachers explain in kindergartens in Sweden.  

Rana claimed that she became comfortable to discuss with her child about where children are coming 

from, however she was not sure: 

     I think they discussed about it at school that from where babies come out and then aa so I felt that 

he heard it from somewhere and I thought maybe he knew about it so I tried to answer him… I 

explained for him that there are two ways; one way children come out from here (show under her 

belly) and sometimes… then when I started to explain he said that “aha sometimes babies come out 

from down there … aaa so that’s why I feel comfortable and then I explained it for him.  

This situation also happened for Alma in which she wanted to avoid talking about where babies come 

from with her child but she obliged to answer. She tried to make her child not to ask about sexuality 

by telling her daughter that ‘you grow up and you do not need to think about it now’ but then she said 

that her daughter has already got her answer from her teacher at school: 

     I thought myself that this is a little bit too early for them to know exactly how a child will come 

because mother and father will cuddle with each other, this is too early…  

As Geasler et al. (1995) claimed in their study, there is conflict between parents’ own sexuality 

learning and the fact that they really want to communicate openly with their own children that can 

result in kind of behavior which is not desired by parents. However, Rana and Alma both thought it 

was a difficult situation and they did not want to answer (as a strategy), but they obliged to answer. 

Anyway, their strategy ended in trying to be responsive but also withholding some things considering 

their children’s ages. For example Rana said that:  

     It is really hard to answer and I tried to respond very smoothly and I cannot aaa I should have 

given him an answer anyway, you know! For example answer him very simple but not very deep. Aaaa 

it is my way actually. I tell him something not the whole things. 

 And Alma also claimed that:  

     But they always watch TV and they talk with each other about them (sexuality) so we cannot hide 

them from children so much.  

The other subject is homosexuality in which Yilmar tried to avoid talking about. When her son asked 

about whether two girls or two boys can marry, she did not want to answer based on her culture in 

Turkey that they do not talk about these subjects at school. But because they are now living in another 

country, she has been obligated to be open-minded. However, she just told her child that: 

      Yes, they can! 

And give no more information to him. Her strategy here is to not bring these subjects herself unless he 

comes with these issues someday again. Yilmar avoided talking about homosexuality with her son. 

She is uncomfortable about these subjects because she does not want her child to be homosexual. 

However, she claimed that if her son wants to be homosexual someday she would support her son. She 

is confused because she always wants to be responsive (her usual strategy) but here she is confused 

between her believes and the reality. 
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All of the parents in the current study think that parents play an important role in children’s life so 

they always should be responsive to their child. However, they have their own strategy to do their 

parenting role in their child-parent interactions. Yilmar as one of the parents also believes in parents’ 

effort to transmit information to their children (Aunola & Nurmi, 2005). However, in the subject of 

sexuality, death and culture she uses avoiding and limiting strategy to answer her child: 

      I do not want to make him have Turkish culture, now we are living in Sweden.  

     He asked me; “are you and dad going to die?” and I can't really just say okay we are not speaking 

anymore because I want to explain him… 

She always tries to answer her son despite the fact that sometimes some questions are against her 

desire to be responsive. 

Give no answer 

Andrea does not believe in God and when she faces her children’s questions about God, religion and 

Jesus, she finds it difficult to answer based on her experiences when she tells them the truth. When she 

answers them that she does not believe in God, they become angry and try to convince her to believe 

in God. Another reason that she nowadays does not try to make them disbelieve in God is that she 

does not want to say something opposite to the school and their teacher. So she sometimes chooses to 

not tell them her believes especially when they talk about these subjects because of what have been 

told to them at school: 

      They said that aaa why you don’t believe in God and I was like just aaa I cannot say no I do not 

believe in because it will become catastrophe aaa I do not dare to say anything.  

Another situation that the parent did not want to answer is in the subject of sexuality. It can be seen 

that some of the parents were not actually comfortable to answer. For example Farrah wanted to 

describe to her child how a child is born, although at the same time it was a difficult question for her to 

respond. In the first level of the questions-answers, Farrah described:  

     My daughter asked “how my sister born or is she coming out from your belly? Did they tear apart 

your belly and then she born?” And then I said yes and I described everything for her, I told her that 

aaa God put you in my belly.  

But in the higher level of the questions when her daughter asked how God put me in your belly she 

said: 

     Oh I cannot answer her at all, and I didn’t, no answer, nothing.  

She did not give her child any information. Her strategy was to avoid answering and give no answer in 

anyway. 

Avoiding a realistic answer 

About the subject of sexuality, Mick’s strategy was to switch the real issue using another answer in 

order to avoid giving a real answer;  

      She has found ‘one’ in the trash… so aaa it was an empty package which was condom in it and she 

asked what it is because it looks like a candy and aaa then we have used a strategy that this is for Dad 

aaa this is parents’ candy and Mom and Dad like these kind of candies and she was like, oh well how 

does it taste aa and we were like aa this is another kind of candy that Mom and Dad like but… I think 
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she pretty soon left it and I think she know that this is candy and this is for Mom and Dad so she 

cannot access this and so…  

He knows that with his strategy, he could make his child not asking about the sexual issues anymore 

and eventually she will accept father’s answer. Mick answers his daughter’s questions but the actual 

strategy is to avoid giving her a real answer. 

Santa Claus is one of the children’s issues that Mick and Yilmar face. It is a difficult question for the 

parents because they do not know how to discuss about Santa Clause as a fictional character that 

children believe is true. Yilmar claimed that:  

     I cannot really say that aa for example no there isn't real Santa and things like that and I’m like in 

these subjects when it comes to breaking hurts I’m more emotional because I’m an emotional person. 

Yilmar claimed that her child still believes in Santa and she thinks that whenever in future her child 

question it, she will explain for him that Santa is not real. However, this is what she claims now and 

she does not really think how to do it in the possible future and she does not actually have a strategy 

yet to tell her child the truth and be realistic with him. Yilmar avoids explaining her son the reality of 

Santa and let his son freely believes in everything he wants which according to her claim would make 

it easier for her to cope with the situation. 

In the context of Santa Clause, Mick also tried to cope with the situation considering his daughter’s 

age. Mick’s strategy is to use fantasy in order to not hurt his daughter’s childish thoughts and feelings. 

His daughter has questioned the reality of Santa and she was concerned that people around are lying to 

her: 

     I told her that we must send the Wish List to Santa Claus and then she starts to say no no maybe it 

doesn’t exist because he never shows up or for other shows up but not for us and I said no Santa 

shows up and they exist because they have candies with themselves so that is why sometimes candies 

show up in sucks or something like that…  

Mick’s daughter did not believe in Santa but Mick thought it would be better for her to believe in at 

this age so he tried to convince his daughter that Santa exists.  

As Mick and Yilmar claimed, their strategy is to avoid telling their children that Santa is not real in 

order to not hurt their children’s feelings. They are confident with what they are doing and they 

believe that with their parenting’s styles they affect their children positively instead of controlling their 

mind and making them understand the unreality of their fictional worlds, which may cause fear and 

anxiety in them in future (as what Aunola & Nurmi (2005) has claimed as parents’ negative practicing 

and affection). The differences between their strategies here is that Mick avoided to tell the truth (from 

his own perspective) even though his child eventually does not want to accept that Santa really exists 

but Yilmar claimed that if her child ask in the future about whether it is real, she might tell him the 

truth and only in this age she avoids to explain her son the reality of Santa. Their chosen strategy is to 

avoid giving their children realistic answers (as the parents claimed) which they think is the best way 

of answering in the children’s current ages.  

Dominant Answers 

Sometimes some of the parents’ strategies in this study is to show their power as parents; meaning that 

it is the parent(s) that has the right to decide. Therefore, their answers can be considered as dominant 

answers; dominating the situation of parents-child interactions. Sometimes they try to tell their child 
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their own believes and opinions without asking or accepting their children’s ideas about the issues that 

come up between parents and children. 

Determined answers 

One of the interviewees, Mick expressed that he wants to show his daughter that she cannot always 

demand buying something whenever they are in a shopping center. He wants to teach his daughter 

how and what the ‘best’ behavior is, however he always feels uncomfortable while confronting this 

issue. For example Mick says:  

      She said for example that aaa I want to have a car and why you don’t buy for me and I said no no 

no I won’t buy.  

Mick explained that he wants to show that “he” is the person that decides:  

     Always she does it… aaa I said that we do not have money for this but it means just for buy ‘this’ 

one we don’t have money and for this one I don’t think it is important and but you may think it is 

important… 

Mick’s strategy is to give a strict answer; however, he knows that they will be in the same situation 

every time. Parenting practices in this situation are to show their power as parents and to emphasize 

that this is parents who decide and not the children (behavioral control strategy in Aunola & Nurmi, 

2005). In this situation Mick did not want to show his child that her disobedience will have 

consequences, he just wanted to teach her how to behave properly in these situations (try to socialize 

them). 

Another situation is about Elma that always tries to correct her child’s wrong attitude about gender 

identities. In one of the occasions, she tried to redefine the traditional views to girls’ and boys’ role in 

the society. However as Elma claimed, it is difficult for her child at this age to accept her mother’s 

point of view: 

     She says always that when we read book that no no no. HE can be a princess and not SHE, this is 

HE… but aaa I tell her no no no this is SHE.  

Elma tried to show her child a different world than what it is in Disney worlds and what children’s 

books are talking about abilities of girls and boys. Elma did not accept her child’s point of view and 

she thought she should show her child the reality of modern family and not the traditional stereotypes. 

She claimed that with her strategy, she could make her child understand the new role of boys and girls.  

In the sub-theme of “determined answers”, Andrea uses a parenting style which can be interpreted as 

what Baber (1996) claimed as behavioral control. Andrea’s children always ask questions about 

humanity and equality and even she has questioned her mother that why she sometimes hurts her and 

she does not allow to do that. She first found this question difficult to answer but then her strategy to 

answer was to show her child who in their relationship can supervise or teach them, so she said:  

     So aa I said aa I allow to do that aa because otherwise you won’t learn anything but I don’t hurt 

you because I hate you aa I do this because I love you and this is different and like this and she 

accepted this aaa I think. 

Through behavioral control parenting practices, parents want to socialize their children into culturally 

accepted and regulate children’s behaviors (firm and consistent discipline, maturity demands, 

monitoring, and limit setting). However in some studies such as Aunola and Nurmi (2005), it is 

claimed that these kind of parenting practices also means supervision and monitoring rather than 
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limiting and consistent discipline which is more suitable to Andrea’s story and her way of parenting 

practices. 

Expressing settled believes about religion and God 

Bob, Andrea and Farrah considered the religion as one of their children’s difficult issues. They 

claimed that they try to be responsive to their children, however, in their ways of parenting practices 

they use their own believes and do not ask children or let them think or decide freely or openly about 

the religion. 

Bob remembered that his son came back from the school and had a question about religion, which was 

taught to him by his teacher. Bob’s opinion was opposite to his son’s teachers’ considering that Bob is 

not a religious person. He told his son that this is not what his teacher believes based on the religion. 

He showed his child that he is surprised and felt strange about the teacher’s believes: 

     We are in a Christian society and aaa this can be like that the teacher is Muslim and very religious 

then or teacher is something else and so aa then I don’t think that it is OK and then this is not about 

that make children form the new ideas and I think it should be general… 

However, Bob thought it was his son’s teacher that gave dominant answer, Bob’s first strategy to 

answer his child also was dominant: 

     Aha! teacher has said exactly like that? And aaa but this is not like this aa but….  

Bob then claimed that it is difficult for adults to be objective especially in the subject of religion that 

may affect children. 

Bob tried to let his child think himself, however Bob believes that for example Jewish or Muslims’ 

people can believe what is in their own religion, but Bob’s family believe in something else. Bob also 

told this to his child, but he did not ask his child what he himself thinks. In Hartman and Torstenson’s 

(2007, p.145-146) study, it is claimed that (based on their study about Swedish children’s beliefs in 

God and religion), children’s thoughts about religion are related to their experiences that they have got 

from their environment. A secular country like Sweden will have secular children in which typical 

Swedish children regard themselves as non-believers. Sweden as a multiethnic environment faces a lot 

of immigrants with their own religion and culture which are important as their identity (Hartman & 

Torstenson, 2007, p.145-146), and it is important for parents how they could teach their children the 

concept of religion and related issues in a way that is not perceived as dominant. 

Farrah’s daughter always complains about why she is a girl and not a boy. The mother’s strategy is to 

show her child that this is parents’ and God (based on her mother’s religion) decision that their 

children are girl or boy. Although her child is not convinced, Farrah uses the same style as parenting 

practices always, and dominate her answer in order to make her child understand the issue. Farrah 

does not discuss with her daughter about the issues that may sometimes come up. Instead, she relates 

her answers to religion and God. When her daughter asked her mother that why they do not drink 

alcohol or cannot eat pigs, Farrah explained that she did not know the exact answer to these questions 

but she told her daughter eventually that God tells us we should not drink alcohol because it harms our 

health. Farrah’s strategy to answer her child is sometimes based on giving her shame or guilt to make 

and convince her to do something. However she claimed that she did not really want to do that but she 

found this strategy as the ‘best’ way: 



35 

 

     I tell her that when someone do bad things or if someone (girls, women) does not wear scarf 

(laugh) and do not obey their parents and lying... when someone do not listen to God or hurt people or 

kill people so they will go to hell and something like that...   

Farrah’s parenting practices can be perceived as what is claimed in Barber (1996) as psychological 

control. Parents want to control their children’s behavior and emotion using psychological behavior 

(e.g. love withdrawal, guilt induction). 

In contrast with Farrah, Andrea did not want to relate her answers to religion but similar to Farrah, she 

used dominant parenting strategy: 

      Then my husband said that they (means the dead grandparents and the dead animal in this 

situation) are in heaven so… it means that they still are alive because they are in the heaven…aaa I 

told to my children that no they are just gone and this means that they are still in our mind but not in 

the heaven…  

Andrea wanted to convince her child to believe in what she as a mother believes in. She did not 

believe in God because she thinks that science has not proved the God. She thinks that she is the only 

one that knows about the reality of God, religion and her children are still too young to understand the 

reality, however she knows that she could not always make her children not to believe in God because 

they say always that this is their ideas and believes. Andrea claimed that she did not want to give their 

children wrong answers about God and she has the same strategy about Santa Claus. She insisted to 

make her children not to believe in Santa but her children do not want to accept it: 

     I said that No it does not exist and they become upset and angry but I cannot lie to them and they 

are like this that why you don’t believe in God and Santa and they exist and these kind of things…  

She said that she did not want to hide the reality from her children so her strategy is to make them 

believe in what she herself believes in which is the ‘real’ and the ‘true’ one. 

Discussion  

Discussion of the results 

The main research question of this study is how parents struggle to respond to their children’s 

questions especially existential ones and sexuality issues which are perceived as ‘difficult’ questions 

by parents. In the following, various strategies of the parents to answer  (based on the main themes of 

this study which are ‘responsive’, ‘avoiding’, and ‘dominant’ answers) are discussed using different 

literature in the context of parents-child interactions, question-answer process and the analyzed data of 

the interviews of this study. 

Questions and answers 

The first literatures which have been considered in this study are related to “wh”-questions and 

parents’ explanations (Chouinard et al., 2007; Callanan & Oakes, 1992). Similar to the result of these 

research, all of the parents in this thesis have confronted a situation that their children ask some 

specific questions most of the time and repeatedly, especially why-questions such as “Why do not my 

friend at school listen to me? Why do you not believe in God? Why do we kill animals?” However, 
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four parents indicated that their children describe the issues around instead of asking but their children 

also sometimes have why-questions which the parents struggle to find a strategy to answer. Almost all 

of the parents in this study expressed that they know why their children re-ask a question (Chouinard 

et al., 2007; Callanan & Oakes, 1992); because the parents do not know the answers, how to find the 

best answer and, how to explain some of the ‘difficult’ questions such as questions regarding death, 

God, religion or sexuality. The results of this thesis show that almost all of the parents try to show 

their parental involvement in the relationship with their children, even if they do not know how to 

handle a ‘difficult’ question. In this thesis, the participation and involvement of the parents in their 

children’s life means that the children’s ‘difficult’ questions (mostly wh- questions) make the parents 

spend much more time with their children. So they feel more responsible to answer their questions, 

however, all of them have their own styles and strategies to do their parenting role. 

Although one of the initial purposes (and expectations) of this study was to find a correlation between 

background of the families and the question-answer process of the parents and children, no 

relationships could be claimed between ‘the parents ways of answering, and different cultural and 

social status of families or individual differences’ (in contrast with results in Frazier et al., 2009; 

Robinson, 1981), due to the limitation of the data and the limitation of the number of the families from 

specific backgrounds. Sometimes during the interview, parents correlated their answers and their 

strategies of answering to their background such as their own individual believes, cultures, traditions 

and religion, however, this does not lead to any generalization and conclusion. Those parents who try 

to correlate their answers to their background actually think they need a helpful way to find an answer 

to their children’s ‘difficult’ questions which will guide and help their children think and make better 

decisions for their life. However, the parents have different strategies for using this way of answering. 

An example is when one of the mothers tried to always relate her answers to religion and God:  

      This is God who decides.  

Nonetheless, other parents did not try to respond based on the religion despite their own believes. 

Based on the results, children in this study regardless of their age, had all types of questions which 

they wanted answers to them (in contrast with finding in Deborah et al., 2004; Legare et al., 2013 

where constrain-seeking questions are related to the age development). The language that children of 

this study used was different based on their age, but the types of questions were not. All of the 

strategies of the parents in this study show that all of the parents have confronted a ‘difficult’ question 

by their children at least once, no matter what is the age of their child (from 4 to 11). 

‘Difficult’ questions 

In order to understand what do the ‘difficult’ questions mean and how these questions have been 

answered, research in the context of existential questions (death and religion) and sexuality issues 

have been considered. The missing part in the previous literature is in the context of ‘parents’ 

strategies about answering’ the ‘life’ questions. Therefore in this study, parents’ styles of answering 

have been considered. Furthermore, the focus of researchers has been the parents’ answers to sexuality 

issues rather than ‘life’ questions (Stone et al., 2013; Geasler et al., 1995; Ballard & Gross, 2009; 

Davies & Robinson, 2010).  

The early sexual education is important but this is not the subject that is universally accepted 

considering that it can have dangerous and risky results for the children (Stone et al., 2013). Initial 

expectation was that the parents in this context would avoid giving information, but in this study only 

two parents did not give their children answers or tried to change the subject and avoid to explain and 
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the rest tried to find an answer (even if it was opposite to their desire to answer). One of the subjects in 

the context of sexuality is ‘homosexuality’. According to the results of this study, homosexuality was 

accepted among Swedish people and for those who are living in Sweden for a long time or have 

Swedish relatives compared to those coming from another country such as Iran, Armenia, and turkey. 

However, this result could not be generalized to the culture of the parents. The parenting strategies to 

confront the ‘difficult’ questions such as sexuality questions show that the strategies are sometimes far 

from what the parents desire or have learned, but they try to be ‘responsive’ for their children’s sake 

anyway. 

Apart from sexuality, death and religion, other issues have also been claimed as ‘difficult’ for the 

parents to answer. Some of the parents in this study had the problem of finding the best answer to the 

questions which were considered as children’s ‘life’ issues (Johansson & Nilsson, 2008) such as what 

is right or wrong, friendship and family and more specifically based on this study’s results; about the 

reality of ‘Santa Claus’ (in dominant and avoiding answers), divorce (in avoiding and responsive 

answers) and bullied (in responsive answers). The finding of this thesis show that parents-child 

relationship and parents’ perspective toward their children’s ‘difficult’ questions are to give their 

children as much information as they could, especially about the issue of ‘sexuality’. They have desire 

to spend time for managing a ‘difficult’ question, i.e. their children are the priority for the parents. 

However, they sometimes do not know what the ‘best’ answer to these kinds of questions is which is 

socially accepted, but they know what their own opinions and ideas are about the ‘best’ strategy and 

answer in order to take their child’s ideas seriously.  

Parenting styles 

As discussed in the results, three different themes were selected in this study (‘responsive’, ‘avoiding’ 

and ‘dominant’ answers). These themes are overlapping each other which means that some answers 

could belong to the theme ‘avoiding’ answers but at the same time to the theme ‘responsive’ answers. 

In order to specify the answers, they were put in different sub-themes. However, it was difficult to put 

the answers in specific categories because sometimes the parents’ intentions were not even cleared for 

themselves to express during the interview. Overlapping the parents’ strategies is because parents want 

to be ‘responsive’ all the time and the fact that the accepted parenting is to show responsibility and 

give space to children to think freely and believe in what they want and do not restrict their mind. 

However, the dilemma happens when the accepted parenting styles in the country they live in are 

opposite to what they themselves believe.   

One of the important parts of this study is about the parenting styles and practices. Parents have 

various ways to socialize their children. Research in the context of parenting styles and practices seem 

to have close connections to what this thesis’s purpose is. Therefore, the main themes and sub-themes 

of this thesis have been described by the studies’ results of Darling and Steinberg (1993) and Aunola 

and Nurmi (2005). The various types of parenting styles which have been introduced in the previous 

research section were used in this thesis to understand why parents have different styles and strategies 

to face their children’s ‘difficult’ questions. However, the effect of parents’ and children’s gender 

(Johansson & Nilsson, 2008) or the influences of these styles on children’s behaviors (Aunola & 

Nurmi, 2005) have not been considered.  

No conclusion could be drawn about the differences of mothers and fathers styles due to the imbalance 

between the number of fathers and mothers in this study. However, it could be seen that answers of 

both fathers and mothers were included in all themes (styles’ of answers). This thesis could not claim 

that the mothers’ answers were more responsive and warmth, or fathers were stricter (in contrast to 
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studies of Wilson & Durbin, 2013; the first result of Grebelsky, 2014; Aunola & Nurmi, 2005). All of 

the parents expressed that they always want to be responsive but they all have their own styles. Some 

of the parents claimed that the emotional part of their children’s questions were mostly asked from 

mothers, and children ask and re-ask some questions (such as their problems at school) more from 

mothers than their fathers. On the other hand, fathers claimed that their children ask every kind of 

questions from them and they always try to find the best answer. In the other word, the fathers warmly 

welcomed their children to talk about every issue. By finding these results, it could be understood why 

the factors of parents’ gender and influences on children was not considered in this study. Anyhow, 

the initial purpose of this thesis was not to consider the effect of parents’ gender. A major limitation 

for studying the effect of parents’ gender was the limited number of interviewees (just 10 

interviewees) and inability to interview with both parents in a family.  

Considering the parents’ strategies of answering to children’s questions, some of the parents’ answers 

can be included in parenting styles and some of them in parenting practices (as what in Darling & 

Steinberg, 1993 and in Aunola & Nurmi, 2005 have been investigated). From the results of this study 

it could be perceived that the parenting strategies and some of the parents’ ways of answering were 

based on their attitudes towards the child (parenting styles, the example of Santa Clause) rather than 

child’s behavior and development (parenting practices, the example of decision based on religion and 

God in ‘dominant’ answers) and vice versa. This means that parents with their parenting strategies 

want to be more engaged in their conversations with their children rather than trying to control their 

mind and behavior. 

The issues of death, religion and sexuality are included in all of the themes of this study where some 

of the parents’ styles are to give all information that their child seeks (responsive answers) and some 

of them avoid answering. In the avoiding category, some of the parents expressed that they want to be 

responsive but they do not give the whole information or simplify the answers. Some of them do not 

have desire to answer but they feel obliged to answer. In the theme ‘dominant’ answer, which was not 

popular among parents for answering existential questions and sexuality issues, some of the parents 

tried to be responsive to their children’s issues but they dominate their answers i.e. they did not accept 

or they did not ask about their children’s believes. The most frequently used answers in ‘dominant’ 

theme relate to the parents’ intentions to teach an appropriate behavior (as they themselves claimed). 

An example is when children constantly asked parents to buy something and the parents deny their 

request and tell them that this is the parents who decide when the best time is to buy something. They 

claimed that it was because of forcing children not to ask for something new when they already had 

one or a similar one.  

The expectation at the beginning of the interviews were to see more ‘avoiding’ or ‘dominant’ answers 

(especially answers to the sexuality issues) since the parents claimed that they did not know how to 

answer them. Parental strategies which have been concluded from this thesis show that the parenting 

and the parents’ perspective (both mothers and fathers) of child-rearing is to give all kind of answers 

to children. Furthermore, the results show that most of the parents’ answers in every kind of their 

strategies (main themes in this thesis) include parental sensitivity to the child in which awareness of 

the child and his or her activities, needs, and desires are important for the parents (Durbin & Wilson, 

2013). The parents strategies in this study show that the parenting styles of child-rearing are most 

frequently based on parents’ perspective to find the ‘best’ and ‘appropriate’ answer for their children 

in every ages although their responsiveness has various reasons. The results show that parents’ 

strategies construct their way of relationship with their children especially when they struggle to get 

involved and show their responsibility. The parenting strategies show that most of the parents want to 
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let their children think freely and ask their questions openly because nowadays they need to know their 

answers from their parents rather than from the internet or other places which may lead them to the 

wrong attitudes and believes.  

The narrative analysis of the results 

The main effort in this thesis was to get access to various answering strategies of the narrators’ 

(parents’) life stories. Therefore, the three themes have been identified as ‘responsive’, ’avoiding’ and 

‘dominant’ answers. These three themes illustrate variation in individuals’ (parents’) narrations of the 

various strategies to answer their children’s ‘difficult’ questions. When narrators (parents) told their 

stories, they gave ‘narrative form’ to their experiences (Riessman, 2008, chapter 1). The result of this 

study showed that the narrators in all of these thematic clusters tried to portray themselves as 

‘responsive’ parents. When a narrator (parent) developed a story which indicates the connection of 

their experiences (life stories) (Riessman, 2008, chapter 2) to answer their children’s ‘difficult’ 

questions, the researcher would gain knowledge about the parents’ world and how the narrators make 

sense and meaning of their own constructions of their experiences, the events and cause of the events 

(Hydén, 1992) and the narrators’ structures of the specific strategies to answer their children.   

The narrators (parents) used ‘responsive’ strategies to position themselves as the parents who care 

about their children’s ‘difficult’ questions which have been repeated and experienced through their 

whole life interacting with their children. The narrators’ stories start from where they tried to present 

their children’s ‘difficult’ questions and then their stories were focused on their experiences to find an 

‘appropriate’ and the ‘best’ answer.  “Narration depends on expectations”, which in this thesis means 

that the extended accounts were welcomed for the parents of this study to develop their stories in 

detail (Riessman, 2008, p.25). So the analysis of the parents’ narrative accounts showed how they as 

‘speaker’ want to be known while using strategies to answer their children. The narrators’ view when 

using ‘responsive’ strategy to answer their children were interpreted as how they let their children 

express their ideas and say what they themselves believe in. Whenever narrators during their stories 

positioned themselves as the parents who engage in their children’s questions and represented this as 

their parenting styles, their answers has been put in the ‘responsive’ strategies. 

The narrators relate the subsequent events of their life in order to refer their parenting strategies to the 

difficulty of their children’s questions. This shows that they told what they are or what they wish to be 

as the responsible parents who tried to answer their children’s ‘difficult’ issues - ‘they are their stories’ 

(Cortazzi as cited in Stokoe, 2006). Finding answers to the children’s ‘difficult’ questions by 

considering the ‘full narrative account’ of the narrators’ causal narrative (their whole life experiences 

to answer their children’s ‘difficult’ questions) (Riessman, 2008, chapter 1) in the ‘avoiding’ answers’ 

theme (strategy) showed the new unit of the analysis. Various stories are included in which the parents 

by storytelling want to explain what they are trying to avoid but at the same time they would rather 

refuse to use this strategy, i.e. they are trying to solve a dilemma in their parenting styles.   

Giving shape and meaning to what the parents experienced during some episodes of their life to 

answer their children, constitute that the narrators in any forms of the strategies want to represent 

themselves as the parents who their children’s ‘difficult’ issues are the priority for them even if the 

parents could not find the ‘best’ and ‘appropriate’ answers all the time. This can be interpreted as how 

parents want to represent themselves as particular types of parents through using various strategies.  

In the ‘dominant’ strategies, the narrators developed their account differently. The narrators through 

their stories construct themselves in the context of having ‘power’ in order to do their parenting duties. 
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They cast their experiences in terms of ‘different situations’ in which they tried to handle some 

specific situations (such as buying something for their children). Since, the purpose of this study was 

to consider the strategies to handle the difficult ‘questions’ rather than the difficult ‘situations’, the 

difficult ‘situations’ in the ‘dominant’ strategies were not considered extensively. Therefore, the focus 

of the analysis of the narrators’ ‘dominant’ strategies was put on the ‘religion’ and ‘God’ questions in 

which the narrators’ experiences have shown the ‘difficulties’ for them to stay away from dominating 

their believes. It means that it was inevitable for the narrators to not dominate their answers. They 

construct themselves as the parents who want to guide and supervise their children and help them learn 

an ‘appropriate’ behavior rather than showing the parenting domination. 

The narrators (parents) by storytelling make their lives experienced and meaningful (Adelswärd, 1997) 

in which they construct their identities, as responsible parents and responsive to their children’s 

‘difficult’ questions. However, their units of narrations showed that their intentions to answer some of 

the questions are to avoid answering or dominate their ideas but on the other hand the narrations of 

their experiences show that they finally find the ‘best’ answers by using various strategies in order to 

be informative and responsive to their children. 

Conclusion 

In this study, the primary mean of narrating was ‘story’. This is consistent with the idea of narrative 

being an expression of the parents’ stories about their parenting strategies. Through this study’s 

analysis of the stories told by the parents, the ways in which the parents answer their children’s 

‘difficult’ questions has been realized. Parents have different styles to answer their children’s 

questions, so the main purpose of this study is to find out parents’ styles of answering. There are 

various research in the context of parents’ styles in parent-child interactions but parents’ answers to 

the ‘difficult’ questions are not exclusively studied. Therefore, the research question has defined as 

how parents struggle to respond to their children’s questions especially existential questions and 

sexuality issues which are perceived as ‘difficult’ questions. However, other issues such as the 

questions about the family (such as divorce) and friendship (such as bully) were also hard for the 

parents to find an answer to. Three themes were identified by conducting thematic analysis on the data 

which were gathered through interviews; ‘responsive’, ‘avoiding’, and ‘dominant’ answers which have 

clarified how parents answer their children’s questions. 

As the result from this study suggest, all of the parents want to respond their children and try to 

consider their children’s difficult questions. Parents’ various styles in this study considering the ‘life’ 

questions show that sexuality and the religion did not seem to be the ‘difficult’ questions which the 

parents avoid to answer. These issues seemed to be the subjects that parents felt obliged to answer 

anyway, and in this study, only two of the parents seriously avoided answering them. On the other 

hand, when parents wanted to correct their children’s behaviors and believes or they wanted to teach 

them how to behave, they mostly used ‘dominant’ answers, especially when they wanted to show their 

children who has the power to decide in the family. From the results of this study, it can be concluded 

that the parents have three kinds of strategies of answering to their children’s ‘difficult’ questions 

which often overlap each other. They all have tried to be responsive, however they all used various 

styles (avoid or dominant) based on what they think is the ‘best’ and ‘appropriate’ way for their own 

children. 

Parenting strategies which have been concluded from this study show that common dominant parents’ 

perspective toward their parenting is to always be ‘responsive’. However the relationship between the 
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parents and the child in this thesis show that they always consider finding the ‘best’ ways of child-

rearing. This means having conversation, and trying to handle a ‘difficult’ question with their children. 

However, their child-rearing styles change considering various factors such as the children’s ages or 

the country they live in.   

Further studies 

In the existing literatures, the parents’ styles of answering to the children’s ‘difficult’ questions, in the 

context of parent-child interactions are rare or have been neglected. This thesis tried to consider this 

issue; however, the parent’s ways of answering need to be investigated in specific cultures and in their 

own country or in other countries.  

In a study with a limited data, mixture of cultures and religions cannot show their influences on 

parents’ styles and cannot be representative of that specific culture. Therefore, a broader set of data is 

needed in order to consider a multicultural country such as Sweden. A secular country such as Sweden 

with immigrants from all over the world and with various cultural backgrounds might change the 

traditional styles of parents and parent-child relationships. The changing of styles increasingly 

considered the parents’ and children’s contribution to their interaction. The new types of parents’ 

styles need to be studied especially when different cultures are exposed to a new culture and condition, 

in the other word, further studies could consider the importance of a culture and background in another 

country. In the parent-child relationships, the similarity and variability of these kinds of interactions 

across cultures in the context of question-answer also needs to be investigated. 

For further studies in this context, the gender of the parents, children, different age groups of children 

and socio-economic status of parents should be considered in order to investigate whether these factors 

affect parents’ styles of answering or not. 

In order to investigate the new questions which are perceived as ‘difficult’ by parents, the other types 

of ‘difficult’ questions apart from sexuality and existential questions need to be studied. The specific 

actions (styles) of parents’ answering their children (e.g. just study ‘avoiding’ answers) also could be 

investigated in further studies without considering the influences of the responses on children (on 

children development).  
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Appendix 

Appendix A  

Informationsbrev  

 

Till deltagare  

Hej!  

Mitt namn är Naghmeh Okhovat och jag studerar master programmet Barnets bästa och Mänskliga 

rättigheter på Stockholms universitet. Jag skriver min examensuppsats och skulle vilja ha din hjälp. 

Uppsatsen kommer att handla om; Hur föräldrar ibland hanterar barns frågor kring olika ämnen som 

kan upplevas som ’svåra’ så som liv, död, sexualitet osv. Därför vill jag undersöka hur föräldrarna 

diskuterar med sina barn i dessa funderingar och frågor på olika sätt.  

I uppsatsen så kommer jag att utföra en intervjustudie och det är intervjuerna jag behöver hjälp med. 

Jag skulle gärna vilja intervjua dig som är föräldrar och har ett barn på mellan 4 och 11 år. Intervjun 

kommer att pågå i ca 1 timme och på en plats som passar dig. Samtalet kommer att spelas in. I 

intervjun är det du som berättar fritt utifrån de frågor som jag ställer.  

Du som ställer upp på intervjun kommer att avidentifieras i studien, jag kommer att ändra på alla namn 

så att ingen person känns igen. Allt inspelat material kommer att förstöras direkt efter arbetet slutförts. 

Intervjuerna kommer bara att användas i min uppsats. Deltagandet är frivilligt och du kan när som 

helst välja att avbryta hela intervjun. Du kan få ta del av intervjun direkt efteråt och säga om det är 

någonting som du inte vill ska vara med.  

Hör gärna av dig vid frågor.  

Hjärtligt välkommen!  

 

Student:  

Naghmeh Okhovat  

naok4744@student.su.se  

Tel: 0737202036  

 

 

Handledare:  

Björn Sjöblom  

bjorn.sjoblom@buv.su.se  

Stockholms universitet Barn- och 

ungdomsvetenskapliga institutionen  
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Appendix B 
 

Intervjuguide (Frågor) 

 

Naghmeh: Hej! Jag heter Naghmeh.Tack för att du ställt upp idag. 

 Den här intervjun en del av min examinationsuppsats. Jag tänkte bara åter igen säg att ditt deltagande 

är helt frivilligt och skulle du vilja avbryta intervjun så är det helt okej. Intervjun kommer att spelas in 

på den här (jag visar diktafonen) men du kommer vara helt anonym genom att jag kommer att ändra 

ditt namn och annat som kan igenkänna dig. Det är du som väljer vad du vill berätta och är det någon 

fråga du inte förstår säg till så förklarar jag bättre. Några frågor innan vi börjar?  

 

-General questions & Information (Background) 

 

N: Jag tänkte att du skulle börja berätta lite om dig själv och din familj bakgrund? T.ex. om religion, 

kultur,  

Varifrån kommer du? 

Vad har du för arbete?  

Hur många barn har du? Vilka åldrar? 

 

Knowledge/ some types of children’s’ questions 

 

N: Nu när jag vet lite mer om dig tänkte jag att du skulle fortsätta med  

beskriv vilka vanliga frågor ditt barn har hos dig?  

Beskriv vilka ovanliga frågor ditt barn har hos dig?  

Vilka frågor har du hört dina barn frågar? I vilken ålder? 

Vad brukar dina barn vilja samtala om? I vilka situationer som dessa frågor brukar uppstå? Hur ofta 

det brukar hända? 

 

-Parents’ experiences of children’s difficult questions 

 

N: Berätta om ditt(dina) barns sista frågor?  

Vad handlade om?  

Hur ni ibland svarar ditt barn? 

Vilken är din erfarenhet av barns behov av att samtala kring olika typer av frågor? 

Vilka barns frågor tycker du är jobbigaste(eller mest pinsam) att svara på?  

 

-Parents’ behavior and feelings relating their children’s questions 

 

N: Beskriva situationen som dina barn ställde frågor. Vad gjorde ni?  

Berätta om hur du upplever det? Hur känns det? 

Beskriva situationer när du som föräldrar inte har alla svaren?  

Berätta om hur du skulle vilja att svara ibland och hur du svara i verkligheten?  

Berätta vad tycker du om din engagemang som föräldrar i dessa situationer? 

 

-Children’s behavior and feelings in these situations 

 

N: Berätta mer om ditt barns reaktion efter fått svar av dig? 

Berätta om hur ditt barn upplever det?  

 

-Parents’ opinion and belief about these situations 

 

N: Vet du om ditt barns skolan att hur de berättar eller lära dem om olika ämnet t.ex. om död, liv eller 

religion? 

Hur föräldrar tycker du bättre att reagera i dessa situationer(svåra och ovanliga frågor)?  
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Vilken betydelse tror du att dessa frågor har för dina barns 1. Lärande? 2. Identitetsskapande? 3. 

Språk- och kunskapsutveckling? Bara fantasy?  

Vad anser du är positivt/negativt i era svar till dina barns frågor?  

Vad är din roll som föräldrar i dessa situationer, tror du? 
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