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Abstract

Objective: For successful prosecution of child sexual abuse, children are often required to provide
reports about individual, alleged incidents. Although verbally or mentally rehearsing memory of an
incident can strengthen memories, children’s report of individual incidents can also be contaminated
when they experience other events related to the individual incidents (e.g., informal interviews,
dreams of the incident) and/or when they have similar, repeated experiences of an incident, as in cases
of multiple abuse.
Method: Research is reviewed on the positive and negative effects of these related experiences on the
length, accuracy, and structure of children’s reports of a particular incident.
Results: Children’s memories of a particular incident can be strengthened when exposed to infor-
mation that does not contradict what they have experienced, thus promoting accurate recall and
resistance to false, suggestive influences. When the encountered information differs from children’s
experiences of the target incident, however, children can become confused between their experienc-
es—they may remember the content but not the source of their experiences.
Conclusions: We discuss the implications of this research for interviewing children in sexual abuse
investigations and provide a set of research-based recommendations for investigative interviewers.
© 2001 Elsevier Science Ltd. All rights reserved.
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Introduction

Sexual abuse investigations are frequently characterized by a lack of corroborating
evidence, such as physical evidence, medical evidence, and nonvictim witness statements,
making alleged child victims’ accounts of the suspected incidents of paramount importance.
Although some jurisdictions allow prosecution to proceed with a general account of the
alleged abuse, such as in some cases where a child has allegedly been repeatedly abused
(Poole & Lamb, 1998), the norm in most abuse cases is that the child must provide detailed
information about individual incidents (e.g., describe when, who, where, and specific ac-
tions), and this information must be specific to the time and place of separate alleged
incidents if prosecution is to be attempted (S. v. R., 1989).

Although much research has been conducted over the last two decades on children’s
reports about a personally experienced, isolated event, children who are involved in sexual
abuse investigations frequently experience other events related to an incident of sexual
abuse, and their exposure to these other sources of information can affect the accuracy of
their descriptions of the target incident. In this article, we review the effects of two kinds of
contaminating sources on children’s reports of a particular incident. First, we review how
exposure to related events (e.g., postevent discussions, watching similar events on television)
affects children’s reports of a personally experienced incident. Second, we review how
repeated experience of the same incident (as in cases of chronic abuse) affects children’s
reports of an individual incident from that series of repeated occurrences. We then discuss
how the combination of both kinds of sources (i.e., related events and repeated experiences
of the same event) affects children’s reports of a particular incident. Specifically, we discuss
the effects of a suggestive interview on children’s recall of a particular incident of a repeated
event. Finally, we discuss the implications of these findings for investigative interviewing
practices.

Reports of a particular incident after exposure to related events

If we consider the context of an incident of sexual abuse, we can reason that it is likely
that some children who have been sexually abused experience other events that relate in
some way to the incident (e.g., discussions with teachers or concerned parents during the
disclosure process, conversations with peers who have had similar experiences, dreams about
the incident). Exposure to similar events can have positive and negative effects on the
amount and accuracy of information children later report about a particular incident (here-
after referred to as the target incident). Rehearsing information through repetition maintains
memories of that information (Keeney, Canizzo, & Flavell, 1967). When given the oppor-
tunity to rehearse memories of a target incident, such as during a nonsuggestive interview
(Warren & Lane, 1995), a conversation with an adult who accurately mentions details
consistent with what occurred during an event (Roberts, Lamb, & Sternberg, 1999), or by
watching a videotape of a highly similar incident (Principe, Ornstein, Baker-Ward, &
Gordon, 2000), children are more likely to retain accurate memories of the target incident
than if they did not rehearse their memories. According to some researchers this is because
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rehearsal strengthens memory traces so that they decay at a slower rate than unrehearsed
memory traces (Brainerd, Reyna, Howe, & Kingma, 1990; Pezdek & Roe, 1995; Warren &
Lane, 1995). Recalling particular details from the target incident can also activate memories
of other details in the event, even if they were not explicitly addressed in the related events
(Principe et al., 2000; Roberts et al., 1999). For example, if a child is asked whether she wore
a sweater during the target incident and accurately remembers that she was indeed wearing
a sweater, her recall may also spread to other details about the sweater, such as it being red
and too small for her.

Exposure to events that are related to the target incident can have negative effects,
however, when children are exposed to information that is inconsistent with what they
experienced, such as when adults’ descriptions of details do not match children’s memories.
Related events can have negative effects on reports of a target incident when they are
experienced after the target incident and are, therefore, known as “post-event” experiences.
In some studies, for example, preschoolers and school-aged children confused memories of
details that they had actually participated in and memories of other, similar details that they
had simply observed on television (Roberts & Blades, 2000b; Thierry, Spence, & Memon,
2001) or heard in a story (Poole & Lindsay, 2001). Another dangerous postevent experience
is a suggestive interview about the target incident. In some research, for example, when
children were repeatedly interviewed about a target incident with questions containing
inaccurate descriptions of incident details, they spontaneously reported the inaccurate details
when later questioned with nonsuggestive, open-ended prompts (e.g., Bruck, Ceci, Fran-
coeur, & Barr, 1995; Warren & Lane, 1995). Finally, preschoolers’ memories of an incident
were contaminated when they were invited to speculate about details that did not happen in
the target incident (e.g., Ceci, Loftus, Leichtman, & Bruck, 1994; Garven, Wood, Malpass,
& Shaw III, 1998).

Children’s reports of target incidents can also be contaminated by “pre-event” experi-
ences, that is, related events that occur before the target incident. Leichtman and Ceci (1995),
for example, spoke with 3- to 6-year-olds about a man (confederate) called “Sam Stone” on
several occasions before the children met Sam Stone. During the previsit conversations, Sam
Stone was described as a clumsy man who tends to break things. When directly asked 10
weeks later whether Sam Stone had broken an item when he visited (e.g., ripped the book),
37% of the children inaccurately, though in accordance with the stereotype that was created
in the pre-event visits, claimed that Sam Stone had broken the item (Leichtman & Ceci,
1995).

The amount of children’s confusion is dependent on how similar the related event is to the
target incident and when the related incidents occur. Children and adults are more confused
between memories of similar events and details than they are between less similar events
(e.g., Foley, Harris, & Hermann, 1994; Lindsay, Johnson, & Kwon, 1991; Roberts & Blades,
1999). Hence, Lindsay and his colleagues found that children had more difficulty distin-
guishing which of two female speakers had spoken a word than distinguishing between
words spoken by a male speaker and a female speaker. Regarding the timing of experiences,
when children are reminded about the target incident shortly after the incident has taken
place, the reminder can serve to “consolidate” that memory and protect it from immediate
decay (Poole & White, 1993). If the postevent experience occurs after memories of the
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incident have begun to decay, however, the boost in the amount of information recalled is
typically larger than if presented soon after an incident when little forgetting has occurred
(Roberts et al., 1999; Rovee-Collier, 1995). Finally, children are less likely to be misled
about details for which they have strong rather than weak memory traces, and so children can
be more suggestible when questioned a while after, rather than shortly after, an event and
when they have not had the opportunity to rehearse memories of actually experienced events
(Holliday, Douglas, & Hayes, 1999; Marche, 1999; Pezdek & Roe, 1995; Warren & Lane,
1995).

Children’s reports after multiple experiences of a highly similar event

In the studies discussed above, children’s reports of once-experienced events were mod-
ified through exposure to related events. Children’s reports of a target incident are also
affected when they have repeatedly experienced highly similar incidents. In our experience,
children who are asked about multiple abusive incidents in forensic interviews will often
describe individual incidents with generic phrases like “ the same as last time” or “he always
does it like this,” showing the highly repetitive nature of many children’s sexual abuse
experiences. Research on children’s memories of nonabusive events shows that, after
repeated experience of the event, children establish a “general event representation” whereby
characteristics that are common across the occurrences are well-remembered and are used to
structure recall (see Hudson, Fivush, & Kuebli, 1992). Imagine, for example, the predict-
ability of a visit to a restaurant: Typically, one would first sit down, then look at the menu,
order food, eat, and pay the bill. In other words, we remember a ‘script’ of what usually
happens and memories of such scripted aspects of an event can be extraordinarily accurate
(Schank & Abelson, 1977). Even 3-year-olds can develop such sophisticated scripts and
produce accurate and organized accounts of events (Fivush, 1984; Fivush, Hudson, &
Nelson, 1984; Nelson, 1986). In other words, children can accurately recall general features
that do not vary across repeated occurrences.

The ability to form scripts readily can be an advantage when children experience an
occurrence that deviates in some way from the usual experience and there are developmental
differences in the speed with which a script is formed. In a study by Farrar and Goodman
(1992), for example, 4- and 7-year-olds participated in a staged event involving dressing up
in animal costumes. The children experienced this event once or three times (the “standard
visit” ) before they experienced a “deviation visit” in which some of the features deviated
from the standard visit (e.g., a different animal costume was worn). When the children were
asked general questions about the standard and deviation visits, such as “What happens when
you put on the (standard visit/deviation visit) animal costume?” the 7-year-olds who had
thrice experienced the standard visit accurately recalled more of the details that were specific
to each kind of visit (standard and deviation) than did their age-mates who had experienced
the standard visit just one time. In contrast, the amount of experience with the standard visit
did not benefit the 4-year-olds; rather, the responses from the 4-year-olds showed that,
regardless of whether they experienced the event one or three times, they were more
confused than the 7-year-olds between the standard and deviation visits. Farrar and Goodman
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argued that the older children were able to abstract the common features of the standard
events to form a script that was used to structure their recall.

Although scripts can be used to organize and produce accurate recall of the general aspects
of events, they can also lead to several kinds of memory errors. The use of the script to guide
recall is so strong that script-consistent details can be recalled even when they were not
actually experienced or witnessed. In one study, for example, adults read several stories
about visiting a restaurant (Bower, Black, & Turner, 1979). In some stories, the temporal
order of the events was manipulated (e.g., the bill was paid at the beginning instead of at the
end of the visit) or details that are part of a restaurant script were not mentioned (e.g., paying
the bill was omitted from the story). When memory for the stories was tested, the participants
rearranged the order of the actions in the event to fit a restaurant script (e.g., claimed that the
bill was paid at the end of the visit), and inaccurately reported that they had read about
script-consistent details that were not actually present in the stories. Hence, if children’s
recall follows the same pattern as adults’ recall, children may sometimes report script-
consistent details when those details were not present. Research by Powell and Thomson
(1996) suggests that children do tend to report more frequently experienced details rather
than less frequently experienced details even when the high-frequency details were not part
of the target incident, and this is more likely to happen over time as the specific details of
the incident are forgotten.

As reflected in the discussion above, much of the research on children’s reports after
multiple experience (e.g., Davidson & Jergovic, 1996; Farrar & Goodman, 1992; Powell &
Thomson, 1996; Price & Goodman, 1990) has focused on how the presentation of atypical
details affects recall of more typical details. Also of relevance to child abuse investigations,
however, is children’s ability to accurately recall specific details when those details vary
slightly each time an event is experienced, even though the basic structure of the event is the
same, as may occur in real-life experiences (e.g., the daily specials or the number of people
may be different each time you visit your favorite restaurant). In another study by Powell and
Thomson (1997a), 4- to 5- and 6- to 8-year-olds took part in some activities on six occasions.
Each incident was identically structured (e.g., there was a story each time), but four target
items varied during each incident (e.g., the story was about a police lady, a sea monster, a
horse, a birthday party, “Supercat,” and an Easter egg during Incidents 1–6, respectively).
The children wore a badge in the final incident and were interviewed about this incident 1
or 6 weeks later. When directly probed about the four target items (e.g., “What was the story
about the day you wore the badge?” for the above example), the children reported a detail
that was present in one of the first five occurrences for, on average, 2 of the 4 target items.
In other words, the children accurately remembered details that they had experienced, but
inaccurately remembered the details as occurring in the target incident. Similar errors have
been reported when younger children repeatedly experience an event (Hudson, 1990; Fivush,
Kuebli, & Clubb, 1992). In the current literature, these errors are referred to as “source-
monitoring errors” or “source confusions” to reflect that details from different experiences
are remembered but the memories are not tagged to the correct source or experience (see
Johnson, Hashtroudi, & Lindsay, 1993; Roberts & Blades, 2000a). Memory for content
appears to be more durable over time than the ability to accurately tag a memory to its source
(Powell & Thomson, 1997a; Schacter, Harbluk, & McLachlan, 1984).
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The combination of different sources on children’s reports

To summarize the research discussed so far, children’s reports of a target incident can be
affected in both positive and negative ways by a) exposure to related events, and b) repeated
experience of a highly similar event. Children who have been repeatedly abused and are
involved in investigations are likely to experience a combination of these two situations,
however, because they may have experienced a number of similar, abusive incidents and then
be exposed to nonabusive events related to the abuse (e.g., forensic interviews, therapy
sessions, discussions with parents, dreams), all of which can affect their reports of individual
incidents. In the Sam Stone study discussed earlier, for example, preschoolers who were
given the clumsy stereotype-inducing visits and later suggestively questioned about what
Sam Stone did when he visited (i.e., both pre- and postevent experiences contradicted what
the children had actually experienced) gave more false reports than did children who were
given the pre-event visits without the suggestive interview (i.e., the pre- but not the postevent
visits contradicted their experience), and other children who did not experience the pre-event
visits but were suggestively interviewed (i.e., the post- but not the pre-event experiences
contradicted their actual experience; Leichtman & Ceci, 1995). Research investigating
children’s reports after the combined experiences of related events and repeated experience
of a similar event is unfortunately sparse, though recently several groups of researchers have
examined the particular issue of whether a suggestive interview adversely affects children’s
reports of a target incident when children have had repeated, prior experience of the event
(Connolly & Lindsay, 2001; Fasig, 1999; McNichol, Shute, & Tucker, 1999; Powell &
Roberts, in press; Powell, Roberts, & Thomson, 2000; Powell, Roberts, Ceci, & Hembrooke,
1999; Roberts & Powell, 2000).

In one study, 5- to 6-year-olds participated in a scripted event once or four times, and the
children wore a badge during the single or last occurrence so that the badge could be used
as a cue to the target incident in the following interviews (Powell et al., 1999, Experiment
2). Half of the 16 items in the activities were identical across each of the repeated incidents
(fixed items; e.g., the cloak was always red), and half varied each time (variable items; the
theme of the story varied), though the assignment of items to fixed or variable status was
fully counterbalanced so that each item served as a fixed or variable item. The children were
suggestively interviewed about the target incident a week after the last (or only) incident in
the series. In the suggestive interview, misleading details about 8 of the 16 critical items (4
fixed, 4 variable) in the target incident were embedded in questions (e.g., “How did she tie
the white cloak on the day that you wore the badge?” when the cloak was green during the
target occurrence). The following day, the children were nonsuggestively interviewed about
the target incident with cued recall questions (e.g., “What color was the cloak?” ) to see
whether the misinformation presented in the suggestive interview affected memory for the
target incident. The design is presented in Fig. 1.

As rehearsal leads to strong traces (Brainerd et al., 1990; Pezdek & Roe, 1995; Poole &
White, 1993), Powell et al. (1999) expected that children in the repeated condition would be
more resistant to suggestions about fixed than variable items because the fixed items were
experienced in exactly the same way during each occurrence, unlike the variable items for
which there were subtle differences in each occurrence. No differences in the suggestibility
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of the children in the single condition for fixed and variable items was expected because
these children experienced each item just one time.

As expected, the children in the repeated condition of Powell et al.’s (1999, Experiment
2) study were more resistant to suggestions about the fixed items than the variable items (see
Table 1). To directly explore whether prior experience affected suggestibility, the responses
from children in the single- and repeat-experience conditions were compared. When asked
about items that were fixed across the incidents, children with repeated experience less often
reported the false, suggested detail from the suggestive interview than did children who
experienced the event one time. In addition, children with repeated experience more often
(accurately) reported the target incident detail and less often (inaccurately) reported that a
detail that was never experienced in any of the events was in the target incident than did
children in the single-experience condition. In response to questions about items that varied
across the incidents, however, although prior experience led to increased reporting of the
target incident detail, there were no differences in the number of false suggestions reported
from children in the single- and repeat-experience groups. In other words, prior experience
made the children resistant to the suggestions about fixed items but had no effect on
suggestibility regarding items that varied each time they were experienced.

Powell et al.’s (1999, Experiment 2) finding that children were resistant to suggestions

Fig. 1. Design from Powell, Roberts, Ceci, and Hembrooke (1999, Experiment 2).
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about fixed details has been replicated several times (Connolly & Lindsay, 2001; Fasig,
1999; McNichol et al., 1999; Powell et al., 1999, Experiment 1). With respect to suggest-
ibility for items that vary each time, however, Powell et al.’s (1999, Experiment 2) finding
that repetition has no effect on suggestibility has been replicated only once (Powell et al.,
2000), in one study repetition decreased suggestibility (Powell et al., 1999, Experiment 1),
and in other studies repetition increased suggestibility for variable items (Connolly &
Lindsay, 2001; Fasig, 1999; McNichol et al., 1999). Investigation into this discrepancy has
illuminated the important role of interview technique on the accuracy of children’s reports
after multiple experience, and it to this issue we now turn.

In some studies, children’s memory of a particular incident of a repeated event has been
tested using “cued-recall” questions that inquire about a particular item but require the child
to generate the specific detail without any suggested options from the interviewer. If a child
is asked, for example, “What color was the shirt?” she or he has to retrieve the exact color
that was present in the target incident. Other researchers have used “yes or no” recognition
questions (e.g., “Was his shirt red?” ) that require children to simply recognize whether the
information produced by the interviewer was present during the target incident and agree or
disagree with that information. Interestingly, when children’s memory of a particular inci-
dent of a repeated event is tested using cued-recall questions, there is typically no effect or
a decrease in children’s suggestibility for variable items (when compared to children’s
suggestibility after a single experience; e.g., Powell et al., 1999, 2000), while suggestibility
after repeated experience is increased when yes or no questions are used to test memory (e.g.,
Connolly & Lindsay, 2001; Fasig, 1999).

It is plausible that these different interview techniques (cued-recall vs. yes or no recog-
nition questions) are responsible for the discrepant results regarding suggestibility for
variable items because each type of question has different processing demands. Consider that
yes or no questions merely require children to make a “quick-match”— to make a judgment
as to whether information suggested by interviewers matches what children remember. In
other words, if a child is asked about a false, plausible suggestion that was recently presented
by an interviewer (e.g., asking “Was his shirt red?” when he was wearing a blue shirt in the
target incident but it was described as red in the suggestive interview), she or he may assume

Table 1
Responses to cued-recall questions about fixed and variable items (Powell et al., 1999, Experiment 2)

Condition Origin of reported detail

Target incident Suggestive
interview

Nontarget incident Not in experiment

Fixed items (out of 8)
Single event 4.17 (1.86) 1.17 (0.71) — 0.94 (0.87)
Repeat event 7.67 (0.59) 0.06 (0.24) — 0.17 (0.38)
Variable items (out of 8)
Single event 4.06 (1.35) 0.89 (1.02) — 0.94 (0.73)
Repeat event 2.78 (1.26) 0.50 (0.71) 3.39 (1.50) 0.17 (0.38)

Note: Standard deviations in parentheses; numbers do not add to 8 as a small number of unclear responses were
excluded.
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that the instantiation was present during the target incident because it is familiar. Indeed,
recognition judgments are often made on the basis of familiarity without a thorough appraisal
of the source of the detail (Lindsay & Johnson, 1989). In contrast, to answer a cued-recall
question, the child is required to reconstruct the target incident and retrieve the specific detail
from that incident. This deeper processing can provide information that can enable children
to make a source judgment (Johnson et al., 1993), in this case, between experienced and
suggested details.

To directly test whether question type mediates children’s suggestibility for variable
items, Powell and Roberts repeated their 1999 experiment but questioned children using
either cued-recall or yes or no recognition questions (Powell & Roberts, in press). Five- to
6-year-olds participated in the activities one or four times, were suggestively interviewed
about the target incident (the only or final occurrence), and were questioned about 16 variable
details from the target incident. Half of the children in the single- and repeat-experience
groups were asked about the details by using cued-recall questions (e.g., “What was the story
about?” ), and the rest were asked about the same details by using yes or no questions (e.g.,
“Was the story about a police lady?” ; both true and false details were probed). When
questioned three weeks after the target incident, children with repeated experience were more
suggestible about the variable details than were children who had experienced the event once.
Importantly, this effect was only evident when the children were questioned with yes or no
probes; prior experience had no effect on children’s suggestibility when asked cued-recall
questions about the variable details. Discrepancies between studies, then, may be largely
because of the interview techniques used to assess suggestibility. We can conclude that both
the amount of prior experience of an event and the way in which reports are elicited affect
the accuracy of children’s accounts after experiencing a suggestive interview. Many experts
have recommended that recognition questions not be used during investigative interviews
(Home Office, 1992; Poole & Lamb, 1998), and the results presented above illustrate that yes
or no questions may be particularly damaging to children’s testimony if they have prior
experience of an event because they have more difficulty resisting false suggestions embed-
ded in yes or no questions than children with a single experience of an event.

Implications for investigative interviewing

The research discussed above shows that children’s reports of a particular target incident
are affected in positive and negative ways by their exposure to other incidents or other related
events (e.g., watching television). Although children’s memory can be strengthened through
repetition, details from the different events can also be confused. The finding that children
may remember their experiences well but confuse them highlights a difficult issue in the
justice system. Is it fair to expect children to separate their experiences and be able to
accurately identify the source of all their experiences? The fundamental issue of any child
abuse investigation is whether the child has been abused or not, but in many jurisdictions
prosecution is only possible if an allegation of abuse at a specific time and place can be
supported. How can a defendant have the opportunity to corroborate alibis, for example, if
the time and place of the alleged transgression is not made explicit? On the other hand, if a
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child accurately describes an incident of abuse but confuses the time and place of the incident
with another similar incident, the perpetrator may be able to provide an alibi and be
exonerated even though the child may be truthfully relaying abuse that had actually occurred
at some point in the past.

An important aim of a forensic interview, then, is to reduce the potential of source
confusions between multiple experiences when children are questioned about alleged sexual
abuse. What guidelines can be drawn from this research? Before generalizing from scientific
studies to child abuse investigations it is necessary to note some caveats. The children who
participated in the studies reported in this review did not experience any traumatic events for
obvious ethical reasons, were interviewed at relatively short delays, and although the
children were active participants in complex events and interviewed about typical details
probed during investigative interviews (e.g., conversations, actions, appearance), it is not
clear from the data reported here whether these effects would be observed when children
experience the complexity of family dynamics and emotional strain of a child abuse
investigation. The patterns found in the above studies, however, are similar to those reported
in the clinical literature about children who have experienced repeated, traumatic events
(Terr, 1991, 1994). With these issues in mind, we discuss several implications from these
data.

It is important to acknowledge that a high proportion of children who are involved in
sexual abuse investigations will experience a variety of events that can have effects on the
structure, length, and accuracy of their reports of individual, abusive incidents. If information
encountered in pre- or postevent experiences does not contradict children’s experiences of
target incidents, then the possibility of contamination from these sources is reduced, though
this does not guarantee that there will not be other errors in children’s accounts. When the
target and nontarget experiences differ, however, then there is the possibility of source
confusions such as when children report that information seen on television occurred in real
life (e.g., Roberts & Blades, 1999; Thierry et al., 2001), a potential source of contamination
given the sexually explicit nature of many television programs (Roberts & Blades, 2000b).

What appropriate interviewing techniques can be used to minimize the risk of contami-
nation in children’s reports? Researchers have tested several techniques to reduce children’s
source confusions ranging from indirect methods such as asking open-ended questions about
a particular incident, to attempts to “ inoculate” children against making source errors, to the
most direct method of explicitly asking children about the sources. As already discussed,
children make fewer source-monitoring errors in response to open-ended questions that
require the child to recall what happened (e.g., “Tell me what happened the first time” ) than
to questions that focus on a particular detail (e.g., “Did he touch your pee-pee the first time;”
Poole & Lindsay, 1995; Powell & Roberts, in press; Roberts & Blades, 2000a). Researchers
have also tried to train children in source monitoring before interviewing them about a target
incident (Leichtman, Morse, Dixon, & Spiegel, 2000; Poole & Lindsay, 2001; Thierry et al.,
2001). Although some reduction in children’s source errors were reported, the results are
inconsistent and research in this area is clearly still in its infancy. Explicitly questioning
children and adults about the sources of their memories (e.g., “Did that really happen or did
someone tell you about it?” ) can reduce, though not eliminate, the number of source
confusions reported (e.g., Ackerman, 1994; Lindsay & Johnson, 1989; Zaragoza & Lane,
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1994). Very young children such as 3-year-olds, however, have difficulty answering these
explicit source questions accurately (see Leichtman et al., 2000; Quas, Schaaf, Alexander, &
Goodman, 2000; Robinson, 2000).

Directly asking children about different sources may not always be possible nor appro-
priate in investigations of child sexual abuse. The different sources may not be known to
investigators, hence, it is not possible to ask about those sources. Even when it is suspected
that children have been exposed to particular sources, there are several ways that their reports
can be further tainted. First, investigators’ and children’s labels or “ tags” for the different
sources may not be the same and so interviewers and interviewees may unknowingly be
discussing different events. Poole and Lamb (1998) describe a child who, when asked if an
incident had ‘ really’ happened replied ‘Yes.’ Then, after a pause, she added, “Mommy told
me” (p. 45). Explicit source questions are forced-choice questions, and the use of these
questions is recommended to be kept to a minimum and only to be used with information
children have already provided or when it is essential for the investigation. A second concern
is that questioning the source of children’s memories may be interpreted by children as
indicating that their accounts were not believed and this may discourage children from
providing more information about the alleged incidents. It is hoped that careful research on
the best ways of reducing children’s source errors will illuminate appropriate investigative
interviewing techniques. Until then, we echo recommendations that open-ended questions
that encourage recall strategies and give children the opportunity of describing the events in
their own words be used to minimize the contamination of their reports by nontarget sources.

Regarding children who experience multiple incidents of abuse, it is important to ac-
knowledge that these children may find it both easier and more difficult to give comprehen-
sive accounts of their experiences than children who have been exposed to a single abusive
episode. If the incidents occurred a while ago, children with repeated experience may still be
able to give coherent, sequenced accounts of the details common to the incidents when
memories of equivalent, one-time episodes have faded. Indeed, Powell et al. (1999) found
that, with repeated experience, young children (3- to 5-year-olds) and children who were
interviewed three weeks after the target incident were just as accurate as 6- to 8-year-olds and
those interviewed three days after the event, respectively. Also, specific details from multiple
occurrences of a similar event were recalled three months after the event took place even
though the source information (i.e., tagging the recalled details to the correct incidents in the
series) was forgotten (Powell & Thomson, 1997b). These data further demonstrate that there
are some circumstances in which children can give valid accounts of their experiences even
when considerable time has passed (see Fivush & Shukat, 1995).

Given that children with multiple experiences of the same event can become confused, one
technique that has been tried is to ask children to recall as many of the details common to
the incidents that they can before making a decision about which detail was present during
the target incident. Although theoretically this technique seems to have potential value
(because it encourages children to think about multiple details and highlights that informa-
tion comes from different sources), in the only published study addressing this use of this
technique it was reported that it had little effect in reducing the number of source errors made
by children (Powell & Thomson, 1997a).

When it is necessary to ask children who may have been abused on multiple occasions
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about specific details from individual incidents, extrapolating from one study, it appears
better to ask children about the detail in the context of all of the alleged incidents than to link
the detail to a specific incident, for example, asking “Did he touch your penis any time?”
rather than “Did he touch your penis the first time?” Powell et al. (2000) compared the effects
of suggesting false details about a target incident with suggesting false details about the
general event (i.e., without reference to any one particular incident) on 5- to 7-year-olds’
reports of a target incident. Children took part in “ the Deakin Activities” on four occasions
and they wore a badge during the final incident. All children were given a suggestive
interview during which the suggestion was explicitly made about the target incident (e.g.,
asking “Did you hear a story about Supercat on the day that you wore the badge?” ) or about
the series of incidents in general (e.g., asking “Did you hear a story about Supercat when you
did the Deakin activities?” ). When later asked cued-recall questions about the final incident,
the children who were given suggestions directly about the final incident were more
suggestible than the children who were suggestively interviewed without reference to a
particular incident.

Summary

Before and during investigations of sexual abuse, it is likely that children are exposed to
experiences that may affect the length, accuracy, and structure of their allegations (e.g.,
multiple incidents of abuse, informal interviews with parents or teachers, conversations with
other victims, televisions programs, magazines, dreams, and daydreams). Children may also
experience similar, abusive incidents on multiple occasions. Finally, children may experi-
ence a combination of these kinds of experiences, and thus be subject to repeated abuse and
also be exposed to nonabusive events that relate to the abuse. In most investigations of single
or multiple abuse, action can only proceed if the alleged child victims can give accounts of
the specific incidents. Information such as the time, place, and exact nature of the actions
involved must be provided for each alleged incident. Exposure to related events can
strengthen children’s memories through rehearsal and make them more resistant to sugges-
tions but confusions between their memories of different events are also possible, though the
risk of this confusion is lower when nonleading, open-ended questions are used. Further
research will hopefully illuminate appropriate ways of asking children about the sources of
their memories.

It has been demonstrated in early and more recent research that children’s memories after
repeated experience of the same event, as in cases of multiple abuse, contain unique
characteristics not associated with children’s memories of a one-time experience. After
experiencing multiple incidents of a similar event, children’s reports can be more complete
and organized than if they had experienced the event just one time, and aspects of their
accounts can be quite accurate, particularly regarding details that are invariant across
occurrences. Young children (e.g., those under 7 years of age) are usually more confused
than older children, and those under 4 years of age are most vulnerable to confusion. Even
when details vary each time they are experienced, however, children of all ages rarely
spontaneously report information that was never experienced when questioned nonsugges-
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tively, and do so less than children with a single experience of an event (Powell et al., 1999).
After prior experience of an event, however, it can be difficult for children to provide details
specific to each incident and they may make source-monitoring errors: In other words,
children remember what they have experienced but have difficulty identifying the context of
those memories such as when something happened.

Children who have experienced a suggestive interview following repeated experience of
an event can be accurate and resistant to suggestion when questioned about details that never
varied across the occurrences. When questioned in a yes or no fashion about details that did
vary, however, they can be more suggestible than when answering questions about fixed
details, and can be more suggestible than children who have experienced an event just one
time. Using open-ended questions reduces this increased risk of contaminated responses.
Although older children may be able to answer questions probing the particular sources of
children’s memories, younger children (below age 6) may have difficulty. Exploring differ-
ent methods of questioning children about multiple experiences remains a challenge to
researchers and practitioners. Until then, we conclude with the following recommendations
for forensic interviews of children:

Y Ask children open-ended recall questions that omit the mention of a specific instan-
tiation of a detail (e.g., “Tell me what happened” rather than “Did he touch your
pee-pee?” ). When questioned about a particular incident, children may agree with the
specific instantiation if it happened at any time even if it did not happen during the
particular incident about which they are being probed (Powell, Thomson, & Dietze,
1997; Powell et al., 1999; Roberts & Blades, 1999, 2000b).

Y If children give an account of multiple incidents in general terms, it may be necessary
to probe specific details that will identify individual incidents. These questions should
be minimized as much as possible and used only after a concerted effort to obtain
detailed descriptions of individual incidents using open-ended recall techniques. When
it is appropriate to question about specific details, encourage the child to recall rather
than give the child the opportunity to recognize information (e.g., asking “Where did
it happen?” rather than “Did it happen at his house?” ). The amount of source moni-
toring or internal intrusion errors in children’s reports increase as questions probe more
specific items of information (Powell & Roberts, in press; Roberts & Blades, 2000a).

Y Conduct the required forensic interview(s) as soon as possible after a sexual abuse
investigation has begun. As described earlier, memories are more resistant to sugges-
tive influences when they are strong (e.g., Pezdek & Roe, 1995). Given that children’s
memories for specific instantiations and their sources decay before their memory for
the general gist of the event(s) (Brainerd et al., 1990; Powell & Thomson, 1997a),
procedures that maximize the elicitation of details about specific incidents (such as
timely interviews) is advantageous for fair investigation and prosecution.

Y It may be necessary to explicitly question children about the sources of their memories
(e.g., if it is unclear which parts of a child’s testimony refers to the first and second
described incidents) and we suggest the following precautions in these circumstances:
(a) Acknowledge that children aged 3 years and younger may not be able to answer
explicit source questions (see Quas et al., 2000; Robinson, 2000).
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(b) With older children, restrict explicit source questions to the sources already
identified by children (e.g., if a child mentions two incidents, question only about those
two sources).
(c) Use the child’s labels for the sources (e.g., use “ the time in the bedroom” and “ the
time in the bathroom” if that is how the child described the incidents rather than
interpreting those incidents as “ the first time” and “ the second time” ).

Y If it is necessary to ask children about specific details from individual incidents that
they have not already described, such as when there is strong, corroborating evidence,
probe the detail generally rather than linking it to a specific incident (e.g., “Did he ever
touch his penis?” rather than “Did he touch his penis the day you started camp?” ).

Finally, it is worth noting that although this review has focused on the quality and
accuracy of children’s reports, many of the factors discussed affect adults’ reports in similar
ways. Like children, adults are more confused between similar than dissimilar events (e.g.,
Lindsay et al., 1991; Roberts & Blades, 1999), make script-driven errors (Bower et al., 1979),
and can be suggestible (e.g., Warren & Lane, 1995), though the absolute number of these
errors is typically lower than that produced by children (see Ceci & Bruck, 1993).

References

Ackerman, B. P. (1994). Children’s source errors in referential communication. Journal of Experimental Child
Psychology, 58, 432–464.

Bower, G. H., Black, J. B., & Turner, T. J. (1979). Scripts in memory for text. Cognitive Psychology, 11,
177–220.

Brainerd, C. J., Reyna, V. F., Howe, M. L., & Kingma, J. (1990). The development of forgetting and
reminiscence. Monographs of the Society for Research in Child Development, 55, 1–111.

Bruck, M., Ceci, S. J., Francoeur, E., & Barr, R. (1995). I hardly cried when I got my shot!: influencing children’s
reports about a visit to their pediatrician. Child Development, 66, 193–208.

Ceci, S. J., & Bruck, M. (1993). The suggestibility of the child witness: a historical review and synthesis.
Psychological Bulletin, 113, 403–439.

Ceci, S. J., Loftus, E. F., Leichtman, M. D., & Bruck, M. (1994). The possible role of source misattributions in
the creation of false beliefs among preschoolers. International Journal of Clinical and Experimental Hypnosis,
42, 304–320.

Connolly, D. A., & Lindsay, D. S. (2001). The influence of suggestions on children’s reports of a unique
experience versus reporting of a repeated experience. Applied Cognitive Psychology, 15, 205–224.

Davidson, D., & Jergovic, D. (1996). Children’s memory for atypical actions in script-based stories: an
examination of the disruption effect. Journal of Experimental Child Psychology, 61, 134–152.

Farrar, M. J., & Goodman, G. S. (1992). Developmental changes in event memory. Child Development, 63,
173–187.

Fasig, L. (1999, April). The influence of script memory on children’s suggestibility. Paper presented in M. K.
Welch-Ross & L. Fasig (Chairs), Moderators of suggestibility and eyewitness memory in young children.
Symposium presented at the biennial meeting of the Society for Research in Child Development, Albuquer-
que, NM.

Fivush, R. (1984). Learning about school: the development of kindergartners’ school scripts. Child Development,
55, 1697–1709.

Fivush, R., Hudson, J., & Nelson, K. (1984). Children’s long-term memory for a novel event: an exploratory
study. Merrill-Palmer Quarterly, 30, 303–316.

1656 K.P. Roberts, M.B. Powell / Child Abuse & Neglect 25 (2001) 1643–1659



Fivush, R., Kuebli, J., & Clubb, P. A. (1992). The structure of events and event representations: a developmental
analysis. Child Development, 63, 188–201.

Fivush, R., & Shukat, J. R. (1995). Content, consistency, and coherence of early autobiographical recall. In M. S.
Zaragoza, J. R. Graham, G. C. N. Hall, R. Hirschman, & Y. N. Ben-Porath (Eds.), Memory and testimony in
the child witness (pp. 5–23). Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage Publications Inc.

Foley, M. A., Harris, J. F., & Hermann, S. (1994). Developmental comparisons of the ability to discriminate
between memories of symbolic play enactments. Developmental Psychology, 30, 206–217.

Garven, S., Wood, J. M., Malpass, R. S., & Shaw, J., S. III (1998). More than suggestion: the effect of
interviewing techniques from the McMartin Preschool case. Journal of Applied Psychology, 83, 347–359.

Holliday, R. E., Douglas, K. M., & Hayes, B. K. (1999). Children’s eyewitness suggestibility: memory trace
strength revisited. Cognitive Development, 14, 443–462.

Home Office. (1992). Memorandum of good practice. London, UK: Home Office in conjunction with the
Department of Health.

Hudson, J. A. (1990). Constructive processing in children’s event memory. Developmental Psychology, 26,
180–187.

Hudson, J. A., Fivush, R., & Kuebli, J. (1992). Scripts and episodes: the development of event memory. Applied
Cognitive Psychology, 6, 483–505.

Johnson, M. K., Hashtroudi, S., & Lindsay, D. S. (1993). Source monitoring. Psychological Bulletin, 114, 3–28.
Keeney, T. J., Canizzo, S. R., & Flavell, J. H. (1967). Spontaneous and induced verbal rehearsal in a recall task.

Child Development, 38, 953–966.
Leichtman, M. D., & Ceci, S. J. (1995). The effects of stereotypes and suggestions on preschoolers’ reports.

Developmental Psychology, 31, 568–578.
Leichtman, M. D., Morse, M. B., Dixon, A., & Spiegel, R. (2000). Source monitoring and suggestibility: an

individual differences approach. In K. P. Roberts & M. Blades (Eds.), Children’s source monitoring (pp.
257–288). Mahwah, NJ: Lawrence Erlbaum Associates, Inc.

Lindsay, D. S., & Johnson, M. K. (1989). The eyewitness suggestibility effect and memory for source. Memory
and Cognition, 17, 349–358.

Lindsay, D. S., Johnson, M. K., & Kwon, P. (1991). Developmental changes in memory source monitoring.
Journal of Experimental Child Psychology, 52, 297–318.

Marche, T. A. (1999). Memory strength affects reporting of misinformation. Journal of Experimental Child
Psychology, 73, 45–71.

McNichol, S., Shute, R., & Tucker, A. (1999). Children’s eyewitness memory for a repeated event. Child Abuse
& Neglect, 23, 1127–1139.

Nelson, K. (1986). Event knowledge: structure and function in development. Hillsdale, NJ: Lawrence Erlbaum
Associates.

Pezdek, K., & Roe, C. (1995). The effect of memory trace strength on suggestibility. Journal of Experimental
Child Psychology, 60, 116–128.

Poole, D. A., & Lindsay, D. S. (1995). Interviewing preschoolers: effects of nonsuggestive techniques, parental
coaching, and leading questions on reports of nonexperienced events. Journal of Experimental Child Psy-
chology, 60, 129–154.

Poole, D. A., & Lamb, M. E. (1998). Investigative interviews of children: a guide for helping professionals.
Washington, DC: American Psychological Association.

Poole, D. A., & Lindsay, D. S. (2001). Children’s eyewitness reports after exposure to misinformation from
parents. Journal of Experimental Psychology: Applied, 7, 27–50.

Poole, D. A., & White, T. W. (1993). Two years later: effects of question repetition and retention interval on the
eyewitness testimony of children and adults. Developmental Psychology, 29, 844–853.

Powell, M. B., & Roberts, K. P. (in press). The effect of repeated experience on children’s suggestibility across
two question types. Applied Cognitive Psychology.

Powell, M. B., Roberts, K. P., & Thomson, D. M. (2000). The effect of a suggestive interview on children’s
memory of a repeated event: does it matter whether suggestions are linked to a particular incident? Psychiatry,
Psychology, & Law, 7, 182–191.

1657K.P. Roberts, M.B. Powell / Child Abuse & Neglect 25 (2001) 1643–1659



Powell, M. B., Roberts, K. P., Ceci, S. J., & Hembrooke, H. H. (1999). The effects of repeated experience on
children’s suggestibility. Developmental Psychology, 35, 1462–1477.

Powell, M. B., & Thomson, D. M. (1996). Children’s memory of an occurrence of a repeated event: effects of
age, repetition, and retention interval across three question types. Child Development, 67, 1988–2004.

Powell, M. B., & Thomson, D. M. (1997a). Contrasting memory for temporal-source and memory for content in
children’s discrimination of repeated events. Applied Cognitive Psychology, 11, 339–360.

Powell, M. B., & Thomson, D. M. (1997b). The effect of an intervening interview on children’s ability to
remember an occurrence of a repeated event. Legal and Criminological Psychology, 2, 247–262.

Powell, M. B. Thomson, D. M., & Dietze, P. M. (1997). Memories of separate occurrences of an event:
implications for interviewing children. Families in Society: Journal of Contemporary Human Services, 78,
600–608.

Price, D. W. W., & Goodman, G. S. (1990). Visiting the wizard: children’s memory for a recurring event. Child
Development, 61, 664–680.

Principe, G. F., Ornstein, P. A., Baker-Ward, L., & Gordon, B. N. (2000). The effects of intervening experiences
on children’s memory for a physical examination. Applied Cognitive Psychology, 14, 59–80.

Quas, J. A., Schaaf, J. M., Alexander, K. W., & Goodman, G. S. (2000). Do you really remember it happening
or do you only remember being asked about it happening? Children’s source monitoring in forensic contexts.
In K. P. Roberts & M. Blades (Eds.), Children’s source monitoring (pp. 197–226). Mahwah, NJ: Lawrence
Erlbaum Associates, Inc.

Roberts, K. P., & Blades, M. (1999). Children’s memory and source monitoring for real-life and television events.
Journal of Applied Developmental Psychology, 20, 575–596.

Roberts, K. P., & Blades, M. (Eds.) (2000a). Children’s source monitoring. Mahwah, NJ: Lawrence Erlbaum
Associates, Inc.

Roberts, K. P., & Blades, M. (2000b). Discriminating between memories of television and real-life. In K. P.
Roberts & M. Blades (Eds.), Children’s source monitoring (pp. 147–170). Mahwah, NJ: Lawrence Erlbaum
Associates, Inc.

Roberts, K. P., Lamb, M. E., & Sternberg, K. J. (1999). Effects of the timing of postevent information on
preschoolers’ memories of an event. Applied Cognitive Psychology, 13, 541–560.

Roberts, K. P., & Powell, M. B. (2000). The roles of inhibition and interference on children’s memory and
suggestibility. Manuscript submitted for publication.

Robinson, E. J. (2000). Belief and disbelief: children’s assessments of the reliability of sources of knowledge
about the world. In K. P. Roberts & M. Blades (Eds.), Children’s source monitoring (pp. 59–84). Mahwah,
NJ: Lawrence Erlbaum Associates, Inc.

Rovee-Collier, C. (1995). Time windows in cognitive development. Developmental Psychology, 31, 147–169.
S. v. R. (1989). 89 A.L.R., 321.
Schachter, D. L., Harbluk, J. L., & McLachlan, D. R. (1984). Retrieval without recollection: an experimental

analysis of source amnesia. Journal of Verbal Learning and Verbal Behavior, 23, 593–611.
Schank, R. C., & Abelson, R. (1977). Scripts, plans, goals, and understanding. Hillsdale, NJ: Lawrence Erlbaum

Associates, Inc.
Terr, L. (1991). Childhood traumas: an outline and overview. American Journal of Psychiatry, 148, 10–20.
Terr, L. (1994). Unchained memories: true stories of traumatic memories, lost and found. New York: Harper

Collins.
Thierry, K. L., Spence, M. J., & Memon, A. (2001). Before misinformation is encountered: source monitoring

decreases child witness suggestibility. Journal of Cognition and Development, 2, 1–26.
Warren, A. R., & Lane, P. (1995). Effects of timing and type of questioning on eyewitness accuracy and

suggestibility. In M. S. Zaragoza, J. R. Graham, G. C. N. Hall, R. Hirschman, & Y. N. Ben-Porath (Eds.),
Memory and testimony in the child witness (pp. 44–60). Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage Publications Inc.

Zaragoza, M. S., & Lane, S. M. (1994). Source misattributions and the suggestibility of eyewitness memory.
Journal of Experimental Psychology: Learning, Memory, and Cognition, 20, 1–12.

1658 K.P. Roberts, M.B. Powell / Child Abuse & Neglect 25 (2001) 1643–1659



Résumé

Objectif: La poursuite judiciaire exige souvent que les enfants victimes d’agressions sexuelles
fournissent des renseignements sur des individus et des événements touchant les agressions. On
reconnaı̂t que les souvenirs de ces agressions peuvent être modifiés du simple fait de les relater ou de
les revoir mentalement, sans compter que d’autres événements tels que les entrevues et les rêves
peuvent aussi contaminer la mémoire. Il est de même dans le cas d’agressions multiples.
Méthode: On a passé en revue des recherches sur les effets négatifs et positifs de ces expériences sur
la durée, la précision et la structure des comptes rendus que les enfants ont fournis par rapport à un
incident particulier.
Résultats: Les souvenirs d’un incident particulier peuvent être renforcés lorsque l’enfant est exposé
à des informations qui ne contredisent pas l’agression qu’ il a vécue. Il en résulte que ses souvenirs sont
plus précis et l’enfant est plus capable de résister aux influences qui pourraient les contaminer.
Cependant, lorsqu’ il est exposé à des renseignements qui diffèrent de l’expérience vécue, l’enfant peut
devenir confus et se souvenir du contenu mais non de l’origine de ses expériences.
Conclusions: Les auteurs discutent des conséquences de cette recherche lorsqu’ il s’agit d’ interviewer
les enfants dans le contexte d’une enquête judiciaire. Ils fournissent des recommandations axées sur
la recherche.

Resumen

Objetivo: Para llevar a cabo una resolución exitosa de los casos de abuso sexual, a menudo se solicita
a los niños que proporcionen informes sobre los incidentes individuales. A pesar de que el ensayar
mental o verbalmente el recuerdo de un incidente puede fortalecer los recuerdos, el informe de los
niños sobre los incidentes individuales puede estar también contaminado cuando éstos experimentan
otros acontecimientos relacionados con los incidentes individuales (p.e. entrevistas informales, sueños
del incidente) y/o cuando tienen experiencias similares o repetidas de un incidente como en casos de
abuso sexual múltiple.
Método: Se revisó la investigación sobre los efectos positivos y negativos de estas experiencias
relacionadas sobre la duración, exactitud y estructura de los informes de los niños sobre un incidente
particular.
Resultados: Los recuerdos de los niños sobre un incidente particular pueden ser reforzados cuando
quedan expuestos a información que no contradice lo que ellos han experimentado, de manera que se
promueve el recuerdo exacto y la resistencia a las influencias falsas y sugestivas. Sin embargo, cuando
la información a la que se expone el niño difiere de las experiencias de los niños sobre el incidente
clave, los niños pueden quedar confundidos entre las diferentes experiencias. Por ejemplo, pueden
recordar el contenido pero no la fuente de las experiencias.
Conclusiones: Se discuten las implicaciones de este estudio en el procedimiento de la entrevistas con
niños en investigaciones sobre abuso sexual y se proporciona un bloque de recomendaciones basadas
en datos provenientes de la investigación.
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