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Steven Ceci recently presented aseminar on* Children, Suggestibility, Memory and Interviewing”. The
seminar was sponsored by theWisconsin Inter-Professional Committee on Divorce. Asincriminal cases,
the professiona saddressing children’sinterestsin divorce proceedings are grappling with the challenges of
ngthereliability of children’sstatements. Increasing awarenessthroughout thelegal, socia work, law
enforcement, and psychological professionsthat not everything that comesout of achild’smouthisthe
gospel truth can only help defense attorneysand their clientswho are contending with accusations made by
children.

Steven Ceci, aPh.D. psychologist at Cornell University, has authored and co-authored anumber of books
and numerous articleson children as sourcesof information. Heisprimarily aresearcher, setting up
controlled experimentsinthe Cornell lab to test how children behavein varioussituations. Heisinterested
ingetting resultsthat can bequantified. Hisinterestinforensicinterviewing appearsto belimitedtoitsvaue
for illustrative purposes. Transcriptsor footagefrom forendc testimony or interviewsprovideillustrations
for hisconclusions.

| attended the seminar because of aninterest intherdiability of information obtained through forensic
interviewswith children. | have become quite concerned over my 21 yearsin defense practice with how
suggestivemany interviewsof children are. | have been dismayed by how readily theseinterviewsare
accepted by law enforcement and thelegal community, judgesespecialy.

Thefollowingisasummary of Mr. Ceci’ spresentation. One of the points he madewashow inaccurately
professionals, such astherapistsand police detectives, report what children and adults say whenthey rely
ontheir notesand memories. Therefore, let mebeginwith adisclaimer that thissummary isbased on my
notesand memory. A videotape of the seminar would bemorereliable.

“Yesterday'sliebecomestomorrow’smemory” isagood summeation of how children cantakefase
information, planted by others, and can then subsequently report it, believingittobetrue. Childrenarevery
responsiveto suggestions. Subgroupsof childrenwho areespecialy suggestibleinclude childrenwiththe
following characteristics: 3-5yearsof age, poor or chaotic home, low intelligence, andfemde. (A
preschool femal efrom achaotic homeisnearly the stereotypical complaining witnessin the sexual assault
caseswehandle.)

In one experiment with 3-6 year olds, children wereinterviewed about specific events. Includedinthe
interviewswere questionsabout thingsthat did not happen. Inthefirstinterview thechildrenwereusualy
accurate about reporting what actually happened. 1n subsequent interviews, however, they were



increasingly inaccurate, asthe children retrieved visual imagesfrom thefa seinformation planted during the
first sesson. Inshort, false suggestions created false memories.

If children are asked to talk about something in the context of pretending it happened, they may later
believeand report that it did happen. Thisiscalled “forced confabulation”.

Childrenwill aso embellish astory asthey incorporatefaseinformation. They makeittheir own. Thisis
especidly sgnificant becauseitisgenerally thought that greater quantity of detail indicatesgrester reliability.
Not so. Detail can bereflective of an activeimagination.

Another source of falsememory is*“confirmatory bias’, whichisthe product of aninterviewer’s
preconceived notions. Weseethisalotinforensicinterviews. If the policeinvestigator or socia worker
hasatarget individua inmind, itiseasy for their biasto influence the outcome of aninterview, regardless of
their self-professed intention to be objective.

Suggestiveinterview techniques can combineto createresultsmore unreliablethan the sum of each
techniqueused singly. Inexperiments, researchershave measured the separateimpact of techniquessuch
as. useof stereotyping, leading questions, and peer pressure. Ininterviewsof children using eachtechnique
singly, theresultsweremeasured. Employing combinationsof the sametechniques produced resultswith
moredistortionsthan thetotal distortionsfor thetechniquesused separately.

Ceci cited research showing that fal se eventshave more of thefollowing characteristicsthan true events:
elaborationsand emotional terms, tempora markers, aggressive events and descriptions, and fantasy and
improbable or exaggerated events. Ceci opined that bizarre detailsareunlikely to be helpful to fact-finders.

Further, cons stency isnot necessarily anindicator of trueevents. After thefirst twointerviews, thereis“no
difference between true and fal se eventsin consistency or richnessof details’, according to Ceci.

Children a so differentiatethe contents of astory depending onwhoislistening. Thedifferentiationisbased
onwhat the child believesthelistener knowsor doesnot know. Thisisidentified as”recursive awareness’.

Ceci mentioned severd other research findingsrelating to children’sreports. One, thereare several reasons
for childrentolie: gain rewards, protect |oved ones, avoid embarrassment, sustain agame, keep asecret,
conformto ascript or stereotype, or escape harassment. Two, rumor transmission and overhearing adults
conversationsaffectschildren’smemories. Three, if someonee setellsachild about an experienceand the
listening childissubsequently interviewed in asuggestive manner, that child can claim they observed
something they did not.

Children havelinguistic limitationsat various stages of their devel opment. For example, preschool ersdo not
understand the multiple meanings of smplewords, such asprepositions. So useof awordlike“on” inone
context by an adult, may beused by achildinanother context. Children confusethesingular withtheplural.
“Thoseguys’ may actudly refer to one person.

Ceci cited one study which concluded: “Young children have acquired the lingui stic devices necessary to
sound adultlike but they lack the conversational conventionsnecessary to usethoselinguistic devices
correctly. Theresultisachild who soundslikethey know what they aretalking about but, infact, they may
not.”

Childreninthe 28-36 month age range have not yet acquired “ symbolic representationa ability”. This
means, if aninterviewer isusing two dimensiona drawingsor an anatomica doll witha2%2year-old, the
childwill not understand the drawingsor doll are being used inasymbolic manner.



Children under age nine do not appreci ate the distinction between firsthand and secondhand information.
When asked to report about an event, they are not able to di stingui sh between what they have beentold
and what they have experienced themselves.

Ceci recommendsthefollowing “ Seven Strategiesto EnhancetheAccuracy of Interviews”:
1. test an dternative hypothesis,

2. incul catefree narrative from beginning of interview (meaning thechildistotalk andthe
interviewer istolisten),

emphasi ze confusion rather than truthfulness (“tell meif | get somethingwrong”),

practice sourcing memories,
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5. distinguish between forensc and therapeuticinterviews,
6 electronically preserveinterviews, and

7

do not pursuechild relentlesdly.

Videotaping interviewsof childrenwill haveamajor impact on how children areinterviewed. Themore
obviousformsof suggestionintheinterview will be apparent. Someaspectsof an unreliablereport,
however, will not be obviousor apparent. Knowledge of the child’'sdevelopmental abilities, e.g., linguitic,
isnecessary. Effortsto determineaternative sourcesfor the child’smemory will aso be necessary.

Theold assumptionsabout thereliability of children aredowly being exposed asbogus. Themoreweas
defenseattorneys can do to educate the various playersin the criminal justice system about children’s
memoriesand non-suggestiveinterview techniques, thefewer fal se accusationsthere should be. Steven
Ceci’sresearch should hel p educate judges, prosecutors, police and socia workerson how to obtain less
taintedinformationfrom children.



