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for clinical intervention to attenuate negative psychological symp-
toms. They also outline individual, community, and societal strate-
gies that could promote better prevention and treatment efforts.

Next, McFarlane, Doueck, and Levine review available research
on the efficacy of prevention policies in deterring child abuse and
neglect. This topic is particularly timely as the field attempts to un-
derstand reasons for significant recent declines in child maltreat-
ment reports. According to Jones and Finkelhor (2001), nationwide
reports of child sexual abuse have declined 26% since 1991, with
case substantiations dropping 31% since 1992. Decreases in other
forms of child maltreatment have been more recent and less dra-
matic. Is this the result of prevention policies such as parenting
skills training, school-based education programs, mandated report-
ing policies, and community sex offender notification laws? (Or, as
discussed later, do the decreases reflect societal skepticism about
children’s reports?) McFarlane et al.’s detailed assessment of pre-
vention strategies illustrates why some efforts have failed, particu-
larly those predicated on intuitive assumptions driven by political
motive rather than empirical findings and theoretical reasoning.

The remaining chapters in this part consider the basic science con-
tributions and the applied implications of psychological research
testing legal assumptions about children’s actual and perceived
eyewitness competencies. The chapters consider children’s actual
eyewitness abilities in forensic interviews and court proceedings,
as well as the effects of courtroom accommodations on children’s
perceived and actual eyewitness competence. The authors illustrate
how research using ecologically valid techniques has yielded gen-
eralizable results of importance to law and policy. They also point,
however, to the limits of using research findings in court. Specif-
ically, in a detailed review of children’s eyewitness testimony re-
search, Schaaf, Alexander, Goodman, Ghetti, Edelstein, and Castelli
illustrate that a multifaceted understanding of individual, develop-
mental, and social factors is needed to understand child witnesses’
weaknesses and strengths, and that application of research to ac-
tual legal cases must be made carefully. In particular, they worry
that overgeneralization of findings from “false memory research”
focuses inordinate societal skepticism on children’s reports, partic-
ularly on their disclosures of child abuse.
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Lyon further develops this theme in his consideration of the
courts’ use of children’s eyewitness suggestibility research. In par-
ticular, Lyon performs a sophisticated legal analysis of the admissi-
bility of children’s testimony research, concluding that courts can no
longer exclude such research. In so doing, he has provided a hand-
book for evaluating expert testimony on children’s suggestibility.
He argues that the courts’ increasing receptivity to social science
findings must be coupled with serious scrutiny of the generaliz-
ability of child witness studies to specific cases at hand, scrutiny
that he believes will exclude many studies often offered to discredit

* children’s testimony.

Recognizing that certain features of traditional trial proceed-
ings may make children reluctant to testify about their abuse and
decrease their accuracy, legislatures and courts have introduced
various evidentiary and procedural innovations to help facilitate
children’s accurate testimony in criminal abuse cases. McAuliff
and Kovera review social science evidence on the use and effect of
these innovations. They conclude that U.S. courts use most innova-
tions infrequently, and that although innovative procedures have
little effect on jurors’ perceptions of a defendant, they are associ-
ated with more negative evaluations of child witnesses under some
circumstances. As with Lyon’s chapter, legal professionals will
appreciate their practical, research-based recommendations that
can guide choices about using special techniques in child witness
cases.

Conclusions and Future Directions

In the first of two concluding chapters, Gary Melton emphasizes
the need not only for appreciating the fruits of the recent bonding
of social science and law, but also for recognizing how the bonding
can produce even more benefits in the future. He points out that
although courts now often reference social science evidence when
it is obviously relevant, “reference” does not often mean “accep-
tance” or even “understanding.” Melton highlights two of the most
formidable challenges faced by social scientists who hope to influ-
ence the law: (a) courts’ intuitions about human behavior are often
more persuasive than empirical research and (b) the generalizability
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of social scientists’ research to legal issues is often severely limited
by inappropriate methodology. His overarching theme, however,
is one of optimism for “a new generation of research” that will
advance our understanding of the ways in which law influences
children’s lives.

The book’s final chapter, written by the Director of the American
Bar Association’s Center on Children and the Law, is a frank ex-
amination of barriers to child-friendly laws, policies, and practices.
With lapsed patience in the face of years of inaction, Davidson in-
dicts legislators for ignoring social science findings while passing
“politically correct” legislation, for failing to finance efforts to help
children, and for lacking the courage to embrace children’s rights
formally by signing the United Nations Convention on the Rights
of the Child - as has every other recognized nation in the world.
We applaud his courage for pointing to some of the most pressing
issues our country faces, pressing issues that we hope our book will
advance to the forefront of action.

In conclusion, action on behalf of children must be taken by
both social scientists and policy makers. Social scientists must use
solid psychological theory and ecologically valid methods to test
important legal assumptions, and they must find successful ways
to disseminate the results to policy and law makers (Bottoms,
Reppucci, Tweed, & Nysse, in press; Melton, 1987). In turn, those
who make and change law must heed the results of this research.
Only when these goals have been realized will research be suc-
cessful in changing children’s lives. We believe that Children, So-
cial Science, and the Law can hardly fail to realize its potential to
facilitate these goals: For policy makers, the book will serve as a
conduit for the latest findings relevant to law and policy, and for
social science researchers and students, it will challenge old beliefs
and provide new ideas about the types of socially relevant research
needed.

The new century presents unprecedented opportunities for re-
searchers and policy makers to join in a partnership to improve
children’s lives. We hope both groups of professionals recognize
the possibilities and listen to the messages so clearly articulated by
the field’s most well-respected experts in Children, Social Science, and
the Law.
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