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Studies on sarcasm understanding in middle childhood have been 
described as methodologically inconsistent [21,22], with existing lie-
joke tasks varying in complexity, vocabulary, syntax, length, number 
of characters, and relationship between characters. This variability 
imposes inconsistent demands on memory and comprehension 
skills, contributing to contradictory findings regarding children’s 
understanding of sarcasm [8, 22]. Furthermore, research indicates 
that lie-joke vignettes specific to westrn contexts are inappropriate 
cross culturally [16, 22]. The above critiques highlight the need for 
systematic investigation of sarcasm understanding development across 
various contexts. The limited extant research in low-to-middle-income 
countries (LMICs) highlights the importance of orienting task cues 
within appropriate social contexts [23,24]. A particularly important 
consideration is the influence of cultural norms regarding respectful 
behavior on individuals’ use of sarcasm [16, 23]. It is likely that a child 
will only understand sarcasm if it is consistent with these norms [21, 
22]. It is thus critical to consider how specific cultural complexities 
impact communication in order to construct a lie-joke task that reflects 
familiar scenarios and thus promotes understanding [11]. 

In 2019, a lie-joke task from the UCT ToM Battery [25]. Based on 
tasks used by established authors in the field [26, 27]. Proved ineffective 
in detecting sarcasm understanding in English-speaking South African 
children. This raised questions regarding the structure and cultural 
content of the vignettes and indicated the need for an adapted task. 
Thus, we aimed to develop a contextually appropriate lie-joke task 
to assess sarcasm understanding in English-speaking South African 
children. We assessed the internal consistency, inter-rater reliability 
and convergent validity of the newly developed measure. We assessed 
its efficacy by examining its performance in older versus younger 
children, and by comparing its performance with the original task both 
in the total sample, and in older children where sarcasm understanding 
should be intact (i.e., 10 years and older).

Method 
Design

We created a new lie-joke measure using simple short narratives 
and appropriate characters employing sarcasm. A cross-sectional study 
examined the reliability, convergent validity, and efficacy of the newly 
developed task. Reliability was estimated via internal consistency and 
inter-rater reliability. Convergent validity was assessed via correlation 
with four associated measures: empathy, vocabulary, and ToM Strange 
Stories and Faux Pas tasks. Efficacy was assessed by comparing the 
performance of younger (<10 years) children with older children on 
the new task; and by comparing the performance of the full group, as 
well as that of older children on the old versus the new task.

Participants

Sixty-three mid-high SES children aged 5 – 15yrs were recruited 
via snowball sampling. Due to the COVID-19 pandemic, non-essential 
contact was prohibited, thus recruitment was limited to children 
with online streaming access. This unfortunately excluded low-SES 
participants. The sample was divided into two groups according to 
the age at which sarcasm understanding is generally evident (i.e., 10 
years). Due to the convenience sampling method, we could not match 
precisely across demographic factors.

Inclusion and exclusion criteria

All participants were English speaking South African children. 
Because verbal and social skills are strongly associated with ToM [28]. 

Exclusion criteria included learning delays, a vocabulary subtest scaled 
score below 6, diagnosis of language impairment, autism spectrum 
disorder, conduct or oppositional defiant disorder. No participants met 
any exclusion criteria. 
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and would certainly not be viewed as a joke. The literature suggests that 
sarcastic statements are more likely to be understood when uttered 
by an adult, as adults use non-literal language more frequently [8]. 
Furthermore, some of the vocabulary was not appropriate for the 
South African context. Having a third character created unnecessary 
complexity and added length to the measure. Where children have 
difficulty following items, this may incorrectly create the impression 
that they do not understand sarcasm. Therefore, when designing a lie-
joke task, items should feature contextually appropriate vocabulary and 
both length and complexity should be controlled [8].

New lie-joke task: These factors were carefully considered in 
developing the new task. The length of each vignette was limited to 65 
words (vs the original task’s 165 words), the number of characters was 
reduced from three to two, and we used appropriate vocabulary and 
story settings for a South African context. When read aloud, researchers 
used sarcastic intonation for the joke stories (i.e., lengthened phrases 
and lowered pitch); and the characters’ facial expressions were explicitly 
illustrated to emphasise the non-literal meaning of sarcastic statements. 
To control for the effects of normative role dynamics on sarcasm 
comprehension, half of the items featured an adult speaking to a child, 
and the other half featured two children conversing. The new lie-joke 
task consisted of eight vignettes, scored out of 32. To enable direct 
comparison with scores from the original task (scored out of 16), these 
scores were proportionally adjusted (doubled) and hence also scored 
out of 32.

Procedure

Ethical approval was granted by the University of Cape Town’s 
Psychology Department Ethics committee (ref: PSY-2020032). 
Thereafter, individuals known to the researchers were sent a recruitment 
WhatsApp message and asked to distribute this to other parents. Parents 
whose children were interested then emailed the researchers and were 
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cannot capture the complexity of real-life interactions. This problem 
is common to ToM research generally, which faces the critique that 
although it has made important contributions to understanding the 
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