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Though many questions about how to the best interview children are
still unresolved, a great deal has been accomplished in the develop-
ment of evidence-based protocols for investigative interviews. In
some jurisdictions, practitioners and policy makers work collabora-
tively with researchers to develop and provide training in procedures
that reflect the best of our current knowledge (e.g., Burrows
et al., 2013; Ministry of Justice, 2011). These efforts are critical and
help to ensure that the official interviews of children within the con-
text of the legal system are as nonsuggestive, open-ended, and sup-
portive of disclosures as possible.

It is important to recognize, however, that even though policy
improvements can impact the quality of formal forensic interviews,
we have no control over the questions that are posed to children in
the conversations in which initial disclosures are shared. Children's ini-
tial disclosures of sexual abuse, for example, are most often to
mothers, peers, or other family members (Malloy et al, 2013).
Although we know that initial disclosure conversations have the
potential to introduce inaccuracies into the children's testimonies (due
to well-documented mechanisms of memory and suggestibility;
e.g., Bruck & Ceci, 1999), we usually do not know the content of these

conversations. Surprisingly, little research has systematically explored

Thirty-eight interviewers with no prior investigative interviewing experience
questioned school-aged children (N = 68, aged 6-10 years) about a personally expe-
rienced event. These interviewers relied primarily on question types that are not rec-
ommended by interviewing guidelines. Providing interviewers with misleading prior
knowledge exacerbated this negative questioning style by significantly increasing the
likelihood of suggestive questioning, compared to interviewers who received only
vague background information. These findings, coupled with the infiltration of prior
knowledge into some children's testimonies, raise concerns about the natural
questioning styles to which children are exposed when interviewed by adults who

are not trained in forensic interviewing.

child interviews, children's eyewitness testimony, informal disclosures

interviews of children that are carried out by untrained “interviewers”
who are “investigating” allegations. As such, the primary aims of the
present study were (a) to explore whether prior knowledge about
aspects of an event that is being discussed can alter the way in which
untrained interviewers question school-aged children, and (b) to
observe the possible impact of that knowledge on the children's

testimonies.

1 | THEIMPACT OF BIASING
INFORMATION

Interview transcripts from multiple-victim sexual abuse cases in the
1980s contained anecdotal evidence that biasing information can pass
readily from interviewers to children, as this segment from the Kelly
Michaels case illustrates (Ceci & Bruck, 1995, pp. 116-117):

Treacy: | see and did the kids want Kelly to do that peanut but-
ter stuff?

Child A: | did not even think that there was a peanut butter...

Treacy: Well what about licking the peanut butter?

758 | © 2022 John Wiley & Sons Ltd.
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Child A:

Treacy:

There wasn't anything about peanut butter...

Some of the kids told me that things happened with
knives. Do you remember anything like that?

Child A: No

[Although the child professes no knowledge of utensil
abuse, at trial this child testified to numerous abuse

allegations.]
Treacy: ... Well what about that cat game?
Child A: Cat game?
Treacy: Where everybody went like this, “Meow, Meow.”
Child A: I do not think that | was there that day.

[Although the child professes no knowledge of the Cat
game, at trial she described a cat game in which all the

children were naked and licking each other.]

This style of interviewing, which came to be called a “confirma-
tory interview,” is one in which interviewers “unwittingly guide their
decision making and the questioning itself to confirm pre-existing
views they may have” (e.g., Smith & Milne, 2011; p. 92). Based on
case transcripts and experimental evidence of interrogative suggest-
ibility (susceptibility to questioner influences; Gudjonsson &
Clark, 1986), some experts have recommended that the details pro-
vided to investigative interviewers be limited to only what is neces-
sary to conduct the interview, thus encouraging interviewers to
generate multiple hypotheses about the events under investigation
(e.g., Cantlon et al., 1996; Ceci & Bruck, 1995; for a discussion of the
limitations of blind interviews, see Poole & Lamb, 1998). Indeed, the
recent research has demonstrated that blind interviewers begin inter-
views less suggestively than do those with background information
(Rivard et al., 2016). Moreover, some interviewers themselves agree
that there is a benefit to limiting exposure to pre-interview informa-
tion, though many express concerns about the ability to effectively
conduct an interview blind (Rivard & Schreiber Compo, 2017).

Despite evidence that professionals who are charged with
assisting investigations can be biased, there is only limited knowledge
of how adults typically make use of prior knowledge during unstruc-
tured conversations with children. In one demonstration, a social
worker and an elementary school teacher each conversed with 3- to
5-year-olds about a play session that was attended by an experi-
menter and a peer (White et al., 1997). Several days earlier, these
interviewers had received both accurate and inaccurate information in
the form of a one-page list of “things that might have occurred”
(e.g., “David touched Sally's knee;” p. S41). Each of these profes-
sionals consistently asked direct questions about the majority of
events included in these lists, and children often acquiesced to ques-
tions about fictitious information. Surprisingly, it was not uncommon
for children who correctly rejected a misleading question to nonethe-
less elaborate and provide false information (e.g., Interviewer: “Did
you kiss [the researcher]?” Child: “No, but [the researcher] kissed
me.”; p. S46).

In another study, fictitious activities embedded in a misleading
video influenced the questions that 4-year-olds received from their

mothers and strangers (who were also mothers), raising the

percentage of misleading questions related to biasing information
from 1% in a control condition to 8% in a biased-interviewer condition
(Goodman et al., 1995). However, the impact of the introduction of
biasing information by questioners on the children's testimony was
modest. Having mothers view a misleading video did not reduce the
children's free-recall accuracy or the accuracy of their responses to
direct questions. Even when strangers conversed with children, bias-
ing information rarely intruded into narratives prompted by open-
ended questions, although such information did appear in responses
to misleading questions that interviewers were instructed to deliver at
the end of sessions (mean accuracy = 75%).

There was stronger evidence of maternal influence in a “Magic
Mumfry” study by Principe and colleagues (Principe et al., 2013). After
3- to 5-year-olds witnessed a magic show presented by Magic
Mumfry, some mothers received letters falsely suggesting that a rab-
bit may have gotten loose and asking them to question their children
about this possibility. Twenty percent of the children whose mothers
had received the biasing information subsequently made false reports
consistent with the suggestion in response to open-ended
questioning, compared to none of the children whose mothers had
read only a neutral letter. Moreover, children of mothers who probed
more for new information (i.e., had an elaborative as opposed to
repetitive conversational style; see Reese, Haden, & Fivush, 1993)
were more likely than their peers to acquiesce to their mother's com-
ments about an escaped rabbit and, later, to mention this information
during a final interview.

In a review of research on conversational contaminants of the
children's memory, Principe and Schindewolf (2012) argued that the
constructive nature of memory leads children to rely heavily on mem-
ory sharing conversations to cohere their accounts of events. That is,
memory sharing frequently exposes children to the others' versions of
experiences and, as a result, children are accustomed to making the
others' experiences part of their own memories. This process is cap-
tured by theories of collective memory (e.g., Reese & Fivush, 2008),
which conceptualize memory as shared experiences that evolve
through conversation with others and are “negotiated” through these
conversations. Young children's developing abilities to interpret the
social world, coupled with their neurological immaturity that underlies
deficiencies in source monitoring and executive control (Kanakogi
et al., 2012; Schacter et al., 1995), may make them especially vulnera-
ble to social contaminants on memory, relative to older children and
adults.

In sum, the modest literature on the effects of prior knowledge
on adult-child conversations has shown (a) that misconceptions can
trigger adults to ask direct questions about erroneous events, and
(b) that young children sometimes (but not always) acquiesce to these
suggestions. However, the path from the adults' prior knowledge to
testimonial errors has only been mapped for children between 3 and
5 years of age, which is a time when adults typically scaffold discus-
sions with comments that provide much of the content in these con-
versations (Wang, 2013). In the current study, we investigated the
dynamics of this process in a sample of older children. Investigating

suggestibility in older children is important because they typically do
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not receive as much adult scaffolding in conversations as do pre-
schoolers. As such, opportunities for adult influence are likely to be
more limited in interactions between older as opposed to younger
children and adults. Accordingly, older children may be less vulnerable
to adult influences (Bruck & Ceci, 1999). Establishing the influence of
the interviewers' prior knowledge on older children will allow for an

understanding of how far the effect extends.

2 | THE CURRENT STUDY

This study was designed to explore the ways in which adults naturally
guestion school-aged children about a suspicious event and the
impact that such questioning has on the children's reports. We manip-
ulated the nature of the background information interviewers
received so as to examine how prior knowledge influenced their selec-
tion of questions and, in turn, how the children responded. To keep
interviewers uncertain about the actual events, we recruited numer-
ous interviewers who each questioned only one to four children.
Given previous research, we anticipated that interviewers who
received detailed background information about the allegation of
potential wrongdoing would incorporate this information into their
questions. Moreover, generalizing from the literature on interrogative
suggestibility (e.g., Gudjonsson & Clark, 1986; Poole et al., 2014), we
expected that the interviewers' prior knowledge would infiltrate the

testimonies of some—but not the majority—of the children.

3 | METHOD

3.1 | Child participants and overview of the
study design

Sixty-eight children (65% male, 35% female) with parental permission
to participate in the study, aged 6-10 years (M,ge = 7.60, SD = 1.16,
49%, and 8 years or older), took part in a 15-min activity session with
a male research assistant. Although we were unable to obtain addi-
tional demographic data from children, they were recruited from pre-
dominantly White, urban population. The assistant visited several
summer camp groups and led all children attending the camp through
a group session involving physical activities (e.g., stretching, jumping
jacks) that was followed by imagination activities (e.g., get dressed in a
snow suit, pretend to be a bird and fly to the North Pole). Shortly (1-
2 days) after the target activity session, each child who was enrolled
in the study participated in a one-on-one interview at the camp with
an untrained adult interviewer (N = 38). Each interviewer questioned
one to four children (M = 1.79) in one of two interview conditions
(neutral or biased background information) and was paid $40 for par-
ticipation.* These interviewers only interviewed children in one of the
two conditions. Children interviewed by biased adults (n = 35) were
several months older, on average, than those interviewed by neutral
adults (n = 33, Ms = 7.83 vs. 7.36 years, SDs = 1.25, and 1.03,
respectively), but this difference was not significant, p = .10. This

study was approved by the institutional ethics board at the University

of Regina.

3.2 | Interviewers and interviewing instructions
The interviewers, recruited by word-of-mouth, were mostly graduate
students in Psychology and undergraduate students in the Psychology
Honors program or the Psychology Students' Association at the Uni-
versity of Regina.2 We specifically targeted students who were moti-
vated to obtain research experience in interacting with child
participants. Most interviewers were female (86.5%) with some level
of experience in interacting with children (90.9%), including 45.5%
with babysitting or other informal experience with children, 27.3%
with professional experience working directly with children, and
18.2% who had children of their own. Among interviewers who
reported an age (hn = 37), 29.7% were older than 25 years
(Mage = 26.54, SD = 10.09, and range = 18-61 years). The majority
were Caucasian/European (77.8%), with 8.3% East Indian, 8.3% First
Nations/Métis, and 5.6% Asian.

Each interviewer received (a) general information on how to
interact appropriately with children (e.g., how to respect withdrawal
decisions, needs for bathroom visits), (b) specific instructions to “get
a full description of everything that happened when [the man] came
to visit this week,” and (c) either neutral or biased background
information.

3.3 | Neutral background information
Interviewers in the neutral background condition (21 volunteers who
interviewed 33 children) received only a vague description of the tar-

get event:

Imagine that you are the director of [child care pro-
gram name). Recently, two parents expressed concern
that their child may have participated in some activities
that they did not give permission for with a male visitor
who was doing some fitness activities with the kids.
Your task is to find out if this child experienced some-

thing with this man, and if so, what took place.

3.4 | Biased background information

Interviewers in the biased background condition (17 volunteers who
interviewed 35 children) received additional information about the
target event, including a detailed description that misrepresented the
nature of the experience. The structure of the biasing information was
similar to the manner in which a complaint would be reported for
investigation. Specifically, interviewers were provided with the follow-
ing instructions, in which all information except the initial mention of

a fitness activity was false:
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Imagine that you are the director of [child care pro-
gram name]. A visitor was recently invited to conduct a
fitness activity with the children at the program. After
a brief group activity, the visitor escorted children indi-
vidually into a special room that had a poster of LeBron
James, the NBA player, on the wall. In this room, chil-
dren were individually tested for their fitness abilities
including how many sit-ups and pushups they could do
and how quickly they could run. The children also tried
on a special outfit designed to help them understand
how it would feel to be overweight and answered a
series of questions about health and exercise. Children
then watched a brief video of a fitness expert talking
about the importance of healthy behaviors. Finally,
children received a special award for their participation
in the activities. Recently, two parents have expressed
concern that their children had participated in the indi-
vidual tests despite the fact that they had not signed
the consent form for their children to participate. Your
task is to find out what this child experienced with

this man.

4 | CODING

4.1 | Interviewer utterances

Audio recorded interviews were transcribed. Two coders reviewed
the transcripts and assigned individual interviewer utterances to one
of several categories based on Lamb et al.’s (1996) coding system and
modified for use with the present sample.

Open-ended: Invited child to talk about an event with no cues
from the interviewer (e.g., “Tell me more,” “What else?”).
Directive: Directed the child towards a particular topic and invited
a brief response (e.g., “What was he wearing?” “What color
was it?”).

Option-posing: Provided child with two or more options
(e.g., “Were you inside or outside?”).

Yes/No: Required a “yes” or “no” response (e.g., “Did you go
home right away?”).

Suggestive: Utterance contained information not mentioned by
the child or the interviewer led the child into a particular response
(e.g., “You walked away, didn't you?”).

2

Facilitator: Responsive device (e.g., “Okay”, “Hmm hmm”).

In addition to categorizing utterances, coders also coded utterances
for the presence of 10 fictitious event components that were mentioned
in the biased background information (e.g., try on a special suit). Each
individual utterance could have contained more than one bias compo-
nent (i.e., an interviewer could embed several bias components within a
single utterance). The two coders coded 12 interview transcripts to

achieve agreement in coding interviewer utterances, with kappa values

of .72 (utterances) and .70 (bias components) indicating acceptable

agreement. Disagreements were resolved through discussion.

4.2 | Children's reports
Coders recorded the presence or absence of 26 correct event compo-
nents (e.g., jumping jacks, pretending to be a bird, ending with
high-fives) in reports elicited by nonsuggestive questions. They also
noted the presence/absence of bias components within the children's
reports. Each coder provided a global impression of whether reports
were consistent with having experienced the one-on-one visit to the
“special room” with the male visitor to camp (yes/no; these latter rat-
ings were agreed upon in 100% of cases).

For each suggestive question posed, coders recorded children's

responses as one of three possible responses:

Correct denial: the child correctly denied that the suggestive detail
took place.

Non-response: the child ignored the suggestive information pres-
ented by the interviewer.

Acquiesce: the child agreed with the interviewer that the incorrect

detail took place.

Two coders again coded 12 interview transcripts to establish
agreement in coding children's responses, with resulting kappas of .80
(presence/absence of event components) and .90 (children's
responses to suggestive questions). Disagreements were resolved

through discussion.

5 | RESULTS

5.1 | Preliminary analyses

The mean number of interviews conducted by each interviewer was
1.57 (SD = .75) in the neutral background condition and 2.06
(SD = .90) in the biased background condition, respectively, t(36) =
—1.83, p = .08. For those interviewers who questioned more than
one child (n = 21), we conducted preliminary 2 (neutral vs. biased
background condition, between subjects) x 2 (first vs. last interview,
within subjects) mixed-factor Analyses of Variance (ANOVAs) to
explore whether the number of suggestive questions or the number
of biasing details mentioned by the interviewers changed systemati-
cally from first to last interviews. No main effects or interactions
involving interview (first vs. last) were significant. There were also no
significant Pearson correlations between child age and the inter-
viewers' use of the various prompt types (either the numbers or pro-
portions of utterances representing each prompt type, Bonferroni
adjusted, ps >.01). Therefore, we summarized each interviewer's
questioning strategy by computing the proportion of questions rep-
resenting each prompt type within interviews and then averaging

across interviews conducted by the interviewer. Thus, interviewers
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TABLE 1 Mean frequencies and proportions (with standard deviations) of each prompt type across interview conditions
Frequencies Proportions
Prompt type Neutral interviewers Biased interviewers Neutral interviewers Biased interviewers
Open-ended 79 (.89) 48 (.69) .04 (.05) .04 (.06)
Facilitator 5.25 (5.80) 5.17 (7.41) 22 (.15) 19 (.10)
Directive 2.26 (2.01) 391 (8.51) 13 (.08) 16 (.12)
Option-Posing 1.29 (1.68) 42 (.44) .08 (.18) .02 (.03)
Yes/No 9.44 (6.06) 8.60 (6.26) .50 (.17) 44 (.12)
Suggestive 74 (2.19) 2.58 (2.53) .02 (.05) .14 (.13)

Note: Values are averages across 21 neutral and 17 biased interviewers.

were the subjects for analyses of interviewer behavior, with children

nested within interviewers for analyses of the children's reports.

52 |
children?

How did untrained interviewers question

The number of interviewer utterances and the distribution of utter-
ances across prompt types confirmed that our interviewers were
engaged in the task and behaved similarly to interviewers in prior
studies. On average, our interviewers delivered 20.39 prompts per
interview (SD = 14.12, range = 6 to 78, and median = 17), distributing
utterances across the various prompts as reported in Table 1. This
pattern of prompt usage was similar to that of professional inter-
viewers who are not protocol trained. For example, only 4% of our
interviewers' prompts were open-ended, compared to 8% of prompts
by youth investigators in the nonprotocol condition of a study by
Orbach et al. (2000). Our biased interviewers relied more often on
suggestive prompts (14% of utterances) than our neutral interviewers
did (2%), but the average across conditions (8%) was also similar to
the percentage reported in Orbach et al. (10%). As shown in the bot-
tom three rows of Table 1, a total of 60% of the questions delivered
by our interviewers in each of the neutral and biased conditions were
option-posing, yes/no, or suggestive, which are the least favored for-
mats according to interviewing guidelines (e.g., Lamb et al., 2007;
Poole & Dickinson, 2013).

To compare how interviewers in the neutral and biased back-
ground conditions questioned children, we conducted 5 t-tests, one
for each prompt type, as a proportion of all prompts, excluding
facilitators (open-ended, directive, option-posing, yes/no, and sugges-
tive). Facilitators were excluded from these analyses because, particu-
larly in untrained interviewers, they are not a deliberate prompt
designed to elicit information. There were no differences between
interviewers in the neutral and biased conditions in the use of three
prompt types: open-ended [t(66) = —-0.38, p = .71, 95%Cl:
—0.05-0.03], directive [t(66) = 0.64, p = .53, 95%Cl: —0.04-0.09], and
option-posing [t(66) = —1.51, p = .14, 95%Cl: 0.10-0.01] questions.
In contrast, however, interviewers in the biased condition were more

likely to ask suggestive questions than those in the neutral condition

[t(66) = 5.21, p < .001, 95%Cl: 0.10-0.23], delivering an average of
2.58 suggestive questions per interview compared to .74 by inter-
viewers in the neutral condition. Moreover, interviewers in the neutral
condition were more likely to ask yes/no questions than interviewers
in the biased condition [t(66) = —3.07, p = .003, and 95%Cl: —0.22
to —0.05].

Not all interviewers in the biased knowledge condition incorpo-
rated biasing information into interviews, but 58.8% of them averaged
at least one biasing detail per interview (range 0-7). A minority of
interviewers in the biased condition were especially suggestive
(35.3%), with 2 delivering an average of 3 pieces of biasing informa-
tion per interview, 2 delivering 4, and 2 delivering 7. In contrast, only
two interviewers in the neutral condition (9.5%) ever mentioned infor-
mation that happened to be included in the biasing instructions. The
difference between conditions in the mean number of biasing details
mentioned was significant (Mpeutral = .06 VS. Mpiaseq = 2.03, SDs = .23
and 2.32), [t(16.25) = —3.49, p = .003, 95%Cl: 1.19-2.81].

5.3 | How did children respond to unbiased and
biased interviewers?

We analyzed children's responses using a mixed model procedure that
accounted for the nesting of children within interviewers by including
a random intercept (packages 1me4, Bates et al., 2015; 1merTest,
Kuznetsova et al., 2017; R Core Team, 2020). Given that power was
limited by our modest sample sizes (38 interviewers and 68 children),
we trimmed nonsignificant interaction terms in order to test for main

effects of interview condition.

54 | Accurate reports

Interviewers could not always orient children to the appropriate event
(i.e., elicit at least some accurate information), and this problem was
somewhat greater in the neutral condition: 51.5% of children in the
neutral condition described at least one target event component com-
pared to 82.9% in the biased condition, OR = 14.59, [0.99, 215.01],
z = —-195, p = .051 (binomial model with children nested in
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interviewers). There was not a significant difference across conditions
for the mean number of target event components described
(Mheutral = 2.36 VS. Mpiaseq = 3.17, SDs = 3.07 and 3.43, respectively),
p = .377. Age did not predict the likelihood of latching onto the topic,
p = .245, but increasing age was associated with more complete
reports, b = 0.88, [0.19, 1.56], t = 2.60, and p = .011. On average, the
children described 2.78 (SD = 3.26) correct target event components

per interview (range = 0 to 12, out of 26 possible components).

5.5 | Inaccurate reports

The misleading information in questions consisted of interviewer-
generated suggestions and, for interviewers in the biased knowledge
condition, suggestions contained in the biasing narratives they had
read. The children were more likely to reject than to accept this mis-
leading information, acquiescing on average to only 7.9% (SD = .03)
of the questions that contained erroneous suggestions. However, the
frequency of delivering misleading questions and the tendency to
acquiesce was not uniform across interviews. Collapsing over condi-
tions, our interviewers delivered one or more questions suggesting
false information to 36 of the 68 children, with 7 of the 36 children
(19.4%) acquiescing during the course of their interviews. Because
false acquiescence occurred infrequently, we categorized each child's
testimony as containing a false acquiescence (if the interviewer deliv-
ered a misleading question that the child accepted—1 child in the neu-
tral condition and 6 children in the biased condition, for a total of
7 children who falsely acquiesced) or not (if the interviewer was non-
suggestive or the child rejected suggestions). A binomial mixed-model
failed to detect a decline with age in the infiltration of suggestions
into reports, OR = 1.33, [0.76, 2.35],z = —0.29, and p = .321. Further,
compared to the neutral condition, more children in the biased condi-
tion falsely acquiesced to at least one suggestion during the course of
the interview, OR = 3.75, [0.80, 17.60], z = —1.68, and p = .093, but
the difference was not significant.

We were especially interested in the extent to which the errone-
ous details embedded in the biasing information infiltrated children's
reports. Twenty-four children received prompts that contained biasing
details and 5 of these children—all interviewed by different adults in
the biased background condition—acquiesced to at least one: 2 6-year-
olds, 2 7-year-olds, and 1 8-year-old (representing 14.3% of children in
the biased condition). The lack of acquiescence to bias in the neutral
condition prevented model convergence with the mixed-model
approach. Therefore, we compared the mean number of biasing details
that interviewers in the two conditions were responsible for inter-
jecting into testimonies (the number of biasing details elicited by each
interviewer divided by the number of interviews conducted). The dif-
ference between no biasing details in the neutral condition and an
average of .35 (SD = .77) per interviewer in the biased background con-
dition was not significant, but there was evidence for the passage of lit-
eral information from biasing material to children's responses, t
(16) = —1.90, p = .074 (unequal variance).

Finally, we were interested in whether coders believed that chil-
dren had been removed from their groups and subjected to individual
physical fitness testing. Four children, 1 in the neutral condition and
3 in the biased background condition, responded in ways suggesting
exposure to individual testing (thus potentially leading to a misinter-
pretation of the event as a whole). Given the small number of such
children (5.9% of the total sample), we did not subject this difference
to significance testing. We did observe, however, that the child in the
neutral condition whose testimony suggested individual testing was
exposed to an unusually directive interviewer who asked 30 yes-no

questions and 10 suggestive questions.

6 | DISCUSSION

Consistent with our hypotheses, pre-interview biasing information
increased the use of suggestive questions by untrained lay adult inter-
viewers (relative to neutral interviewers) and led the majority of them
to embed false information into one or more prompts. Further,
although the misinformation provided to these “biased” interviewers
did not significantly impact the amount of correct information they
elicited, erroneous information did infiltrate the testimonies of a sub-
set of children. These results expand upon existing studies by showing
that among untrained interviewers (a) bias increases suggestive inter-
viewing even when adults are conversing with school-aged children;
and (b) school-aged children, though typically more resistant to iso-
lated suggestions than younger children (see Bruck & Ceci, 1999), are
not immune to the negative effects of this questioning style.

It is not our intent to imply that a single conversation between an
adult who is exploring a misguided hunch and a school-aged child
would usually be sufficient to generate credible but false disclosures
of significant events, such as the occurrence of sexual abuse, the iden-
tity of perpetrators in domestic violence cases, or whether fires were
intentionally set. Beyond the preschool years, disturbing false reports
are most often associated with factors that we did not reproduce with
our paradigm, such as an ongoing atmosphere of concern about inap-
propriate activity and long delays between target events and disclo-
sure conversations (e.g., London et al., 2009; Poole et al., 2014).
Moreover, our interviewers did not engage in the type of follow-up
questioning that might have clarified the true state of affairs when
children did accept a suggestion. What our results do show, however,
is that even among school-aged children, there is a conduit whereby
adults' misinformation and/or misconceptions can pass into the chil-
dren's testimony. The rate of false acquiescence was relatively low,
but it is important to note that our particular experimental design—
with its much shorter delay to recall than is typical in a forensic inves-
tigation - most likely underestimates the impact of prior knowledge
on the children's reports in the field.

Awareness of this information transmission dynamic could help
triers of fact understand why eyewitness accounts sometimes contain
details that align more closely with the adults' beliefs than with evi-

dence that has come to light. In jurisdictions with adversarial legal sys-
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tems, where the defense is eager to hone in on minor errors in chil-
dren's reports, our results provide a rationale for considering the over-
all plausibility of children's accounts rather than placing undue weight
on detail errors that often appear in accounts of experienced events
(see Fisher et al., 2009), especially when these errors can be traced to
previous conversations.

Our finding that untrained adult interviewers tend to rely on
undesirable questions is consistent with prior work with professional
interviewing populations. For example, extensive use of yes/no ques-
tions has also been observed in transcripts of front-line interviews
(e.g., Price & Roberts, 2011; Warren et al., 1996), and this tendency is
exacerbated when less-skilled interviewers are given biasing informa-
tion (Powell et al., 2012). As was true in many analyses of investiga-
tive interviews, conversations in the present study were certainly not
child-led and relied far more heavily on focused and suggestive ques-
tions than what would be recommended by best practice interviewing
research. The untrained interviewers use of these kinds of questions,
combined with the observation that four children in the present study
(including one in the neutral condition) gave coders the impression
that individual testing had taken place, highlight the importance of
knowing just how children were interviewed when analyzing their
reports. Indeed, knowledge about the way in which children have
been interviewed should trump information about interviewer bias
because even though bias increases the odds that a child is exposed
to suggestions, bias, by itself, does not always result in a suggestive
interview.

When cases progress to formal investigative interviews, some
researchers have suggested blinding interviewers to detailed back-
ground information to ensure that potentially inaccurate information
does not leak into interviewer questions. (For a discussion of minimal
alleged offense interviewing, see Smith & Milne, 2011, but also see
Rivard & Schreiber Compo, 2017 for a discussion of interviewer con-
cerns.) An alternative approach is to provide interviewers with as
much case information as possible, with explicit acknowledgement
that the information may be inaccurate, thereby promoting active
hypothesis-testing (Poole & Lamb, 1998). Cantlon et al. (1996) com-
pared field data from informed interviewing with a hybrid approach
that was adopted as policy in Idaho (USA) after an important legal
decision. Under the new policy, interviewers began conversations
with minimal information but used a break in interviews to obtain
additional information and questions from investigative teams. Rates
of sexual abuse disclosure increased after the hybrid approach
became standard practice, which alleviated concern that interviewers
would struggle to raise target topics if they began interviews without
case details.

Further evidence that “less is sometimes more” comes from a
study in which adults' ability to accurately interpret the children's
testimony was enhanced by naiveté about the allegation
(Sutherland et al., 1996). But given serious concerns about the limi-
tations of uninformed practice (e.g., National Center for Prosecution
of Child Abuse, the American Prosecutor's Research Institute, and
the National District Attorney's Association, 1993), there is a need
for additional studies to help policy-makers balance the need for

objectivity with the benefits associated with informed case

exploration.

6.1 | Limitations and future directions

Although we believe that our findings have implications for under-
standing the interviewing of children in forensic contexts, we must
note several limitations of our investigation. First, carrying out this
study was logistically challenging in part because it was difficult to
recruit a large sample of interviewers, and this, in turn limited our
options for handling the data. Second, the interviewers we recruited
were on average younger than the adults in abuse cases who may
be the recipients of information about children's well-being. Finally,
as with all laboratory research, the children's experience of the tar-
get event did not involve the level of emotional arousal that one
might expect in a forensic setting. Although the impact of emotion
on remembering is complex (Stein et al., 1997), it is reasonable to
expect that the stakes and interest in reporting accuracy might be
reduced in a laboratory setting. In the future work, extending this
paradigm to the children's experiences of stressful medical proce-
dures would increase confidence that these results will extend to

applied settings.

7 | CONCLUSION

Our untrained interviewers questioned children in one of the primary
ways researchers warn against, with leading and closed-ended ques-
tions comprising the bulk of their prompts. Furthermore, this problem-
atic questioning style was aggravated by the receipt of inaccurate
background information (i.e., biasing information). For those who con-
duct case analyses, these data provide justification for considering the
background information available to the unskilled interviewers who
formed the chain of conversation that occurred between the first
alleged disclosure and formal case investigation. Information obtained
in an initial conversation, which itself is used to create the background
information provided to the subsequent interviewers, can set the

stage for a cycle of inaccuracy.

ACKNOWLEDGMENTS

This research reported here was supported by a University of Regina
Dean's Research Award to the first author. The authors thank Brittany
Whiting, Adam Donauer, Natalie Therrien, Ryan Fitzgerald, the Uni-
versity of Regina Educating Youth in Engineering and Science summer
camp, and all of the interviewers and children who participated in this
research. We also thank Debra Poole for her many valued contribu-
tions to this project and Nisha Gottfredson and Eva Rubinova for very
helpful statistical consultations.

FUNDING INFORMATION
This work was supported by the University of Regina, Thompson Riv-
ers University, and the University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill.

858017 SUOWWIOD A1) 8|qeo ! dde aup Aq peuienob aJe Sappiie YO ‘8Sn JO SNl 10} Aeiq18UIUO 48] 1M UO (SUORIPUOD-PUR-SLUBIALI0O" A3 | 1M AeIq | Ul UO//:SdnL) SUORIPUOD pue Swie | 8y} 89S *[9202/T0/60] Lo Ariqiauliuo A8|im ‘q1 AisieAlun sieAy uosduwoy | Aq 656€ doe/200T 0T/I0p/A0D" A8 M Ake.d1jeul[uo//:SAnY Wouy pepeojumod ‘t ‘220z ‘02.0660T



PRICE ano ORNSTEIN

WILEY_L 7

CONFLICT OF INTEREST

The authors declare no conflict of interest.

DATA AVAILABILITY STATEMENT
Data are openly available on the Open Science Framework at: osf.
io/6nkag

ORCID

Heather L. Price ‘= https://orcid.org/0000-0001-6109-6198

ENDNOTES

1 Although we had hoped to have each interviewer talk with only one
child, we recruited more children for the study than initially anticipated,
and were selective in the adults we chose to interview the children.
(Because we were not training these adults to use a specific interview
protocol, we only recruited interviewers who were known to us or
referred by colleagues.)

2 Several interviewers had recently completed their undergraduate
degrees, and one father of a current student served as an interviewer.
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