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The Effects of Social Support on the Accuracy of Children’s
Reports: Implications for the Forensic Interview

Over the past two decades, child abuse has steadily
gained recognition as a major societal and legal problem. This
deserved recognition has brought increasing numbers of children
into contact with the legal system (Myers, 1992). When children
enter our legal system, a system that was designed for adults,
alarming issues are raised. One particularly troubling issue is the
reliability of children’s testimony, Given the inherently private
nature of an act of child abuse, especially child sexual abuse,
there is often no evidence of abuse other than a child's report
(Myers, 1992). Thus, a child’s word is central to investigation
and prosecution efforts. But can it be trusted? There are few
topics these days that are as emotionally charged or hotly debated
within public, private, and professional circles as the accuracy of
children's testimony. And with good reason-~children’s reports
can prompt investigations that lead to the discovery and
prosecution of actual child abuse, or investigations that target
innocent adults for abuse they did not commit. In any legal case
that is built primarily on eyewitness testimony--adult or child
testimony--there is the potential for justice or injustice, aovau&um
on the accuracy of the testimony. ;

To approach the ultimate goals of uncovering truth and
reaching just outcomes in child abuse cases, we can turn to social
science for help. There we find a growing body of research that is
well represented in this volume, research aimed at anag&:m
children’s capabilities and discovering techniques for maximizing
the accuracy of children’s testimony. In typical child testimony
studies, children witness or participate in an event, then they are
given a mock forensic interview during which they are asked to
report what happened. In this interview, child participants are
asked various types of questions that differ along a continuum of
mcmmoﬁ_c___? from the least msmmoma<o “free recall questions”
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(e.g., “What rmgg& i_.on you were here _ma time?”’) to more
focused, o:&._,oow: questions that usually 8_6 two forms:
misleading questions, which are the most suggestive (e.g., “When
you were here, you played with toys, didn’t you?”) and specific
questions, which are focused but less suggestive or coercive
(“When you were here, did you play with toys?”). Child witness
‘researchers are often interested in moso-.u__NBm their results to the
real world context of a sexual abuse investigation in which an
important concern is whether children who have not been abused
will falsely report abuse in response to B_m_on&:m questions.
Thus, interview acouco:m are sometimes B_m_ou&:m about
“abuse-relevant” 288 (e.g., “When you were here, the
ggﬁsﬂ kissed woF didn’t he?”). The aomao to which children
give accurate accounts about the event, particularly the degree to
which they can resist interviewers’ _Eu_ou&:m suggestions about
what might have rmnvg&. is of primary 8:8:.

- Using this EE&_NB. researchers rc<o studied a variety
- of factors that affect the accuracy of children’s eyewitness reports
(for reviews, see Ceci & Bruck, 1993; Davis, 1998; Goodman,
Emery, & Haugaard, 1998; Warren & ZoOosz _oomv One
such factor is social support, a situational, socioemotional
variable. In this chapter, we discuss the psychological construct
of social support and review literature examining the effect of
social support on children’s eyewitness accuracy and
suggestibility. We coriclude with directives for future research
and a discussion of our own current n.omoe.or m: this area.

Social m:vuon and Children’s Testimony:
A Wosg of Previous anomar

Social mzuvo: has been of interest to researchers across
disciplines such as psychology, sociology, and communications.
Generally, social support may be conceptualized as a form of
interaction or communication that fosters a feeling of well-being
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in the Samoﬁ Awﬁ_omoP Albrecht, Goldsmith, & Sarason, 1994).
More specifically, social support has been operationally defined
in varied ways, such as informational support (e.g., providing
advice), emotional support (i.e., providing affection and
nurturance), network support (i.c., being a part of a common
group), and esteem support (the bolstering of self-esteem over
time by others) (Burleson et al., 1994; Cutrona & Russell, 1990;
Tardy, 1994, Zelkowitz, 1989). Perceived social support
generally leads to better physical and emotional health, and more
fulfilling social relationships (e. g, Sarason, Sarason, & Pierce,
1990).

There is growing interest in the effect of social support
on children’s eyewitness reports, because various aspects of
settings that child witnesses encounter (e.g., the forensic
interview, the courtroom) can be either socially supportive or
intimidating. For example, children may be questioned by a cold,
intimidating interviewer or by a friendly, warm person. Children
may be left alone during an interview or on the witness stand, or
they may be allowed to have a supportive person by their side
(Myers, 1996). Conventional wisdom about the effects of social
support is mixed: Some professionals argue for child-friendly
interview techniques (e.g., Wood, McClure, & Birch, 1996) and
for the presence of support persons, reasoning that social support
will be emotionally calming and therefore conducive to children
giving accurate reports of past events. Others argue that nearby
support persons may be distracting at best and suggestive at
worst, and that children who are interviewed in a socially
supportive manner will want to give answers that will please their
friendly interrogator rather than answers that are accurate.

Psychological research and theory reveal that social
context is an important influence on behavior and cognitive
development and that there are compelling reasons to expect
beneficial effects of social support on n::&o: s eyewitness
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R_uonu Developmental Smoﬁor demonstrates 92 young
children are sensitive to moo_m_ context cues, and in particular,
children respond to social support. For oxman_o children have
been found to regulate their emotional expression to receive
social support (e.g., Zeman & Shipman, 1996). Perceived social
support has been found to enhance adolescents’ and adults’
psychological io:&nSm and perceived ability to cope with life
stress (for a review see Cohen & Wills, 1985; Wolchick, Sandler,
& Braver, 1990), grade-school students' mo&oa_n performance
(Harris & Rosenthal, 1985; Rosenthal & Jacobson, 1968), and
the accuracy of students’ mro:-g recall (Kelley & Gorham,
1988). The latter findings would be Eo&oa& by current
developmental theories that stress the i importance of
environmental support for children to reach their maximum levels
of cognitive performance (e.g., F ischer, 1980; Vygotsky, -
1934/1978), in contrast to earlier, more strictly age- or stage-
‘bound developmental 98:8 AFroEQ‘ & Piaget, 1958).

In light of such Bmom«nr and theory, v&aro_om_nm_
researchers interested in children’s eyewitness testimony have
theorized that social support will help, not hinder, report
accuracy. Researchers have investigated the effect of social
support on children’s eyewitness reports in two lines of research,
In both, social support has been conceptualized as the provision
of emotional support during a mock forensic interview, but the
source of the support has differed, as it does in forensic settings.
- Specifically, support has been provided by either the presence of
child peers or by the actions or identity of an interviewer. Next,
we review the studies from each of these lines of research.

Pesr-Provided Social §

Researchers sg operationalize moQ& mc_uvo: as the
presence of a supportive person have studied the-effects of
children being interviewed alone versus in the presence of a
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same-aged peer. The first researchers to do so were Moston and
Engelberg (1992). They suggested that forensic interviews are
often anxiety-provoking for young children, pointing to evidence
from child witness studies in which a few children appeared so
distressed during the interview that the experiment either was
terminated or a child’s parent had to accompany the child during
the interview (e.g., Goodman & Reed, 1986; Marin, Holmes,
Guth, & Kovac, 1979). Because of the stress, Moston and
Engelberg argued, children would prefer to be with a same-aged
peer than by themselves during a forensic interview. (Such a
preference is consistent with social psychological research
demonstrating that people generally prefer to be with others in
anxiety-provoking situations, Rofe, 1984; Schachter, 1959.)
They reasoned that the presence of a peer would provide
emotional support, reduce children’s anxiety, and in tum, incréase
children’s %EQ to answer interview n;&:.onu accurately.

: Zo&onooan._nn&unﬁa_ uE&%SSeromoagu In
the first AZR..SP 1992, Experiment 1), 7 to 10 year olds watched

- a staged classroom demonstration, then were individually asked

to freely report what they had witnessed: The amount of correct
information children reported was unaffected by being
interviewed in the presence of a peer who neither witnessed the
demonstration nor was allowed to discuss the event with the
participant. In uucmoe_oa studies (Experiments 2 and 3), 7 to 10
year olds and their peers were allowed to discuss what they had
witnessed prior to the interview (whether or not the peers had
witnessed the demonstration). These child participants reported
more correct information than when they were interviewed alone
or in the presence of peers with whom they had not discussed the
demonstration. Moston maintained that peers did not contribute
information to :5 children’s reports. m<o= s, it is possible that
rehearsal or cuing resulting from the &moﬁm_o?.aoﬂ the -
emotionally supportive presence of peers--may have accounted
for the increase in correct information. Moston failed to measure
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children’s level om p:EnQ during the interview, so the theorized
mediational effect @»,. anxiety could not be 8&&

Greenstock and Pipe (1996) replicated and extended

Moston’s work. In a group, 5- to _o.vdﬁ.o_m children
~ experienced an intetactive teaching session with an unfamiliar
adult. Three days later, children were E&Sm:u:% queried about
the event with free recall and more focused cued-recall questions,
some of which were'misleading and some of which were mvon_mo
or less leading. Children were interviewed either alone or in the
presence of a peer iwo had not participated iii the session and
‘who did not discuss the event. Children’s intefview anxiety was
assessed with a BQE._& version of the state cho&. scale of the
State-Trait Anxiety F<§8Q for Children (STAIC, Spielberger,
1979) and with a heart rate measure. Consistent with Moston’s
- initial findings, oEEmon who were interviewed in the presence of
a.peer were no more accurate than were children interviewed
alone. They were also no more or less suggestible or anxious.

. Inasimilar study with 5 to 7 year olds (Greenstock &
Pipe, 1997, Experiment 2), a condition was added in which
children were »:oi& to discuss the event with a peer prior to the
interview and the peer was allowed to make comments during the
interview. The peer was cither informed (had participated in the
target event) or uninformed (had not participated in the event).
mE_Em to replicate Moston’s (1992) results, the study revealed
no main effects of peer support on the amount of correct
information child participants recalled in response to free recall,
specific, and misleading questions. Greenstock and Pipe also
examined the number of correct items reported together by the
child participant and the peer during their pre-interview
discussion and during free recall. Participant/peer pairs in the
informed peer-support condition reported more correct

- information than did participant/peer pairs in the uninformed

peer-support condition or participants interviewed without a peer.
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Further, support condition did not affect children’s level of
anxiety during the interview. Thus, neither these results nor
Moston’s provide direct evidence that peer presence increases
children’s report accuracy by increasing perceived emotional °
support and decreasing anxiety. Instead, these data suggest that
increased accuracy associated with peer presence may be purely
informational or cognitive in nature--the result of information
pooling, cuing, or 3&05& _ :

" Two other voﬂ.m:%on studies, however, have found
some evidence for an effect of peer presence that may extend
beyond cuing or informational effects. Greenstock and Pipe
(1997, Experiment 1) studied children’s recall of a naturally-
occurring stressful event: a dentist visit. Five to 6 year olds and 7
to 10 year olds were interviewed 2 to 4 days after a dentist visit.
Children were interviewed either alone, with an informed peer
(i.e., a child who had recently visited the dentist) or an
:EE.QB& peer (i.e., a child who had not visited the dentist).
Children and peers were allowed to discuss the event before the
interview, but the peer was not allowed to speak during the
interview. Older children’s suggestibility was not affected by peer
presence, but young children interviewed alone were less accurate
in response to misleading questions than young children
interviewed in the presence of a peer (informed or uninformed).
Again, however, neither younger nor older children’s level of self-
reported anxiety was affected by support condition.

Finally, in a study by Cornah and Memon (1996), 6 to 7
year olds participated in a science demonstration with an
unfamiliar adult. Two days later their classroom teacher
suggested unexperienced details about that demonstration. After
3 more days, children were individually asked specific questions
about the demonstration either alone, with an uninformed peer, or
with a presumably informed peer (i.e., a peer the child believed
had also participated in the demonstration, but who had not).
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Children and peers did not discuss the event. In contrast to
Moston’s (1992, Experiment 1) and Greenstock and Pipe’s

. (1996, Experiment 1) results, when peers were present
(uninformed or presumably Emo_.Bo& children’s responses were
" more accurate than when they were interviewed alone. Further,
when presumably informed peers were present, children were less
suggestible about the unexperienced details than when
interviewed with an uninformed peer or alone. Children’s
interview anxiety was not assessed.

Several observations can be made about these studies.
Although mixed, the results demonstrate that peer presence can
improve the accuracy of children’s reports during forensic
interviews when children and peers are allowed to discuss the
event in question (Greenstock & Pipe, 1997, Experiment 2;
Moston, 1992, Experiments 2 and 3). Importantly, peer presence
may reduce children’s suggestibility (Cornah & Memon, 1996;
Greenstock & Pipe, 1997, Experiment 1). Yet none of these
studies definitively explain why, aside from possible cuing and

‘rehearsal resulting from discussion, peer support did or did not
improve children’s eyewitness accuracy. None demonstrated that
social support reduces anxiety during interviews, the main tenet
of Moston and Engelberg’s (1992) theory. In fact, Greenstock
and Pipe’s (1996, 1997) failure to find between-condition
differences in children’s anxiety weighs in against Eo theorized
anxiety-reduction process.

- In addition, results from these peer support studies may
not be very helpful in understanding how children respond during
actual forensic interviews. That is, children are rarely given
pretrial forensic interviews with peers-or siblings present,
although in most states victims have the right to have a support
person present. Usually, a child and an interviewer interact in a
closed social situation, and children rarely have the opportunity to
discuss events with peers. When children give testimony in court,
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‘however, they are often allowed to take comforting items to the

witness stand (e.g., a favorite blanket or a stuffed animal) or to
request that support persons accompany them (Myers, 1996).

Thus, the results of these peer support studies may be more

generalizable to courtroom interviews than pretrial forensic
interviews. However, this generalizability is limited by the fact
that courtroom interviews are likely to be perceived as more
stressful than were the interviews in these studies. That is, some
(though not all) actual child witnesses (Goodman et al., 1992)
and child vmao_vmam who recount events in real courtrooms

G&.ﬁﬁkZugoPGouvvﬂosﬁEnnxvongooSco
unpleasant and anxiety-provoking. :

Because many more children Ex_n.mo pretrial forensic
interviews than' ever testify in court, a question of equal or greater
importance in terms of ecological <E&Q is: How might children

‘perform when an interviewer provides or withholds social

support? In the context of a forensic interview, social support is
best c:aﬂms& as defined by Burleson et al. Qoo.c an
interactional or communicative process occurring between
people. Social uzvvoa (or the lack thereof) may be communicated
to a child by the interviewer nﬂo:m__ the interviewer’s verbal or
nonverbal behavior. Research examining adults’ non-cyewitness
task wo_.moasgoa reveals positive effects of experimenter-
provided support. For example, Sarason and Sarason (1986) and
Tardy (1992, 1994) found that Qva:.:onﬁ??.oﬁa& support
(e.g., offers to help if the subjects desired) led to more accurate
vo_.moasm:oo on anagram-solving tasks relative to when support

- was withheld. In addition, communication research demonstrates

that short-term recall for non-eyewitness tasks is improved when
experimenters &mv_nw supportive behaviors (e.g., reduction in
physical distance, forward leaning of the body, head nods, and
eye contact, Anderson, 1985; Mehrabian, 1969) than when such
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immediacy behaviors are withheld from research participants
-(Kelley & Gorham, 1988). However, one eyewitness testimony
study with adult men participants found no benefits of
interviewer-provided support in the form of liead nods, smiles,
forward leans, and periodic compliments (Marquis, Marshall, &
Oskamp, 1972),

There have been several investigations of interviewer-

provided support on the accuracy of oE._&ng reports. In some

- of these studies, interviewer support has been.operationally
defined in terms of interviewer identity (mother vs. stranger). In
other studies, social support has been operationalized in terms of
the behaviors exhibited by unfamiliar interviéwers. The former
research includes a study by Goodman, mruj:r Thomas, and
Constadine (1995) in which 4 year olds were interviewed by their
mothers or by strangers about an earlier play session with an
unfamiliar adult. Compared to children interviewed by strangers,
children interviewed by their mothers were more accurate in
‘response to speific questions and more resistant to misleading
suggestions that the playperson had abused them. Assuming that
mothers are more supportive than strangers, Goodman and
colleagues’ findings suggest that supportive interviewers are
more likely than nonsupportive interviewers to obtain accurate
information from children.

A somewhat mixed picture is-presented by Ricci, Beal,

~ and Dekle’s (1996) résearch. In their first experiment, 5 year olds
were interviewed by strangers or by their mother about a staged
theft the children had seen in a slide presentation. Compared to

-children interviewed by their mother, children interviewed by the
stranger were less accurate in response to specific questions, but
more accurate in response to a single misleading question. We
hesitate to interpret these results as directly contrasting Goodman
-et al.’s because of several important differences in methodology
(differences that have implications for ecological validity).
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Specifically, Ricci et al.’s stimulus event was witnessed from a
slide show rather than directly experienced, and there was only
one misleading question, which was not about a personally
significant event. Further, results must be interpreted cautiously
because the interview questions were not standardized across
interviewer conditions: Although all interviewers were given a
prepared list of interview questions, they were allowed to
embellish or repeat the questions at will. This might be a more
ecologically valid approach, but it also allowed for loss of the _
experimental control necessary for direct comparisons between
the two interviewer conditions. In fact, in a follow-up study in
which interviewers were not allowed to deviate from prepared
questions (Ricci et al., 1996, Experiment 2), 5 year olds who
were interviewed by strangers were no more or less accurate than
those interviewed by their mother. Interestingly, children ‘
interviewed by strangers appeared less relaxed to independent
raters than did children interviewed by their mother.

Tobey and Goodman (1992) also defined social support
in terms of interviewer identity. Four year olds participated in a
play session with an unfamiliar adult who was described to the
children as a babysitter. After an 11-day delay, children were
interviewed about the play session by a female interviewer with

- free recall, specific, and misleading questions. Before the

interview, half of the children were approached by a uniformed
police officer (actually a university security officer) who
explained that the babysitter “may have done some bad things,”
and that his partner (the interviewer, who was dressed similarly)
needed to ask the children some questions. The remaining
children were not approached by the police officer and were not
led to believe that the interviewer was also a police officer.
Results were mixed, but suggested some benefits for the
presumably more supportive “civilian” interview condition.
Compared to children in the police condition, children in the
civilian condition reported more correct and incorrect information
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in response to free recall questions, they were no different in
terms of general resistance to misleading questions (but they
spontaneously volunteered less incorrect information during the
misleading questioning), and they were: more accurate in
identifying the babysitter from a photo lineup.

Although these studies are nEﬁ informative about
ecologically valid concerns (the impact of questioning by parents
and police investigators), definitive conclusions-about the effects
of social support per se cannot be drawn from their results
because interviewer identity was confounded with supportiveness
in each study. There have been two studies without this confound,
studies that directly test the effects of interviewer-provided
support on children’s reports. In the first study, Goodman,

‘Bottoms, Rudy, and Schwartz-Kenney (1991) tracked 3 to'4 year
olds and 5 to 7 year olds who received routine inoculations at a
medical clinic (a naturally-occurring stressful situation). Children
were interviewed about their clinic visit with free recall, specific,
and B_m_omasm questions. For half of the children, the interviewer
acted in a supportive manner by giving the children a snack,
smiling frequently, and ooBv__Bo:::m them vo:o&ou:% without
regard for accuracy. The remaining children were interviewed
without these supportive behaviors. O:Sw developmental

* theories that stress the importance of environmental support for

children to perform at their “optimal level” (e.g., Fischer, 1980),

- Goodman and colleagues theorized that children would be most

accurate overall when interview techniques were supportive. They
also predicted that 582_22-?.35& support would decrease
children's intimidation, and in tumn, decrease their suggestibility.

Their study revealed sporadic effects of 5826226_.35&

support that were generally in the direction of increasing
children’s accuracy. For example, social support reduced the:
number of inaccuracies in all children’s free recall. >mon a four-
week %_mw_ social support also reduced younger children’s errors
in response to misleading ncou:oam and questions that incorrectly
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suggested that abuse had occurred at the clinic. Even so, support
increased wo::moa children’s omission errors to misleading
questions concerning vnncrﬂm_ characteristics of the clinic
setting.

In the second study, Carter, Bottoms, and Levine (1996)
investigated the effect of linguistically complicated interview
questions as well as the effects of interviewer-provided social
support. Five to 7 year olds played with-an unfamiliar adult, then
were immediately interviewed about it by a male interviewer.
Social support and intimidation were operationalized in terms of
specific behaviors noted in the clinical literature to convey
emotional warmth or the lack thereof (Mehrabian, 1969; Kelley
& Gorham, 1988). For example, in the supportive condition, the
interviewer built rapport with the child, used a warm and friendly
voice, gazed and smiled at the child o»aP and assumed a relaxed
body position.. In the nonsupportive condition, the interviewer
withheld these behaviors. This manipulation produced more
consistent and specific effects than EoS avo:& by Goodman et
al. (1991), perhaps because the ortive condition was
operationalized as more “intimidating” than “neutral” (Goodman
et al.’s nonsupportive condition was more accurately described as
“neutral”). Compared to children in the nonsupportive condition,
children in the supportive condition were:more resistant to

- misleading questions. Support had no effect on children’s

responses to specific questions or to free recall questions. The
researchers theorized that Eg_nio...u_d«,a& support increased
children’s resistance to misleading information by %Q.Sm_:m
children’s anxiety, lessening intimidation, and increasing feclings
of empowerment; They provided no evidence of this theorized -
mechanism, roio<o_.
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Zoi U:.oo:oam mon Social m:uvon Research

The nomowar we rn<o reviewed _.%_‘omona an nxoa_oa

* start in investigating social support, an 5603:5 situational
factor that may influence children’s accuracy in forensically
relevant interview situations. Based on this do% of work, we
believe that researchers can already make sofe tentative
- recommendations to:professionals who conduct child forensic
interviews, including the suggestion that interviewers behave in a
socially supportive rather than an intimidating manner during
forensic interviews, a suggestion others have made (e.g., Wood et
al., 1996). More _.omoﬁor is necessary, however, before we fully
Ean_.msba the omoow of peer- and interviewer-provided social
support and, in turn, .c&.oqo we can make other policy
* recommendations with confidence. Next, we discuss some of the
issues that we co__ﬁ.o are priorities for future research.
Specifically, we ucmmamﬁ that researchers should (a) identify the
psychological 38—.5_9: responsible for the éffects of social
“support, (b) i S<om:mu8 possible individual difference factors that
* might moderate the om,oow of social support, and (c) oxv_o_.o the
limits of social support’s benefits. We end by: ‘summarizing our
own research program, in which we are ozao::% u&_dmmﬁw some
of these issues.

Support |

Studies of social support and children’s testimony have
been designed to test the extent to which peer- or interviewer-
provided social support influences children’s reports. In our view,
it is time for researchers to move beyond demonstrating support
effects and, instead, attempt to identify the underlying -

mechanisms responsible for those effects (an effort also called for

by Carter and colleagues, 1996). Although we know that peer
presence can sometimes help children (particularly younger

Social Support 16

children) report events accurately, we do not understand the
underlying reasons for this effect. Do children perceive a same-
aged peer as a source of emotional support? Does this in turn
allow the children to be less anxious and more effective as they
search their memory for the answers to interview questions? Or
can other competing explanations that are more purely cognitive
in nature (e.g., information pooling, rehearsal, cuing) account for
the effects? In directly testing Moston and Engelberg’s (1992)
theory, Greenstock and Pipe (1996) found no evidence that
anxiety mediates the effect of v8...v3<a& support on children’s
accuracy. Thus, there may be some other mechanism underlying
the effect in studies that uncovered benefits of peer support.
Before Moston and Engelberg’s theory is completely dismissed,
however, it is fair to say that anxiety may well be a mediator
under other circumstances. That is, Greenstock and Pipe may not
rn<o tested the mediation of anxiety very om.oo:ﬁ_w. because it is
doubtful that their child participants were very anxious in the first
place. The possible mediation of anxiety cannot be fully tested
unless a peer-support study includes somewhat stressful
conditions, an ethically difficult, but not impossible, situation to
arrange or to capitalize on in naturally occurring circumstances.
Identifying the psychological mechanism by which peer support
affects children’s reports may also help us understand
discrepancies in the existing literature (i.c., some studies found
positive effects and others ».oEE no om.ooa of peer support).

Similarly, how does 582_267@35&& support help
children resist an interviewer’s misleading questions? Does
interviewer-provided support affect a child’s testimony via a
different mechanism than peer-provided social support? Both
Goodman et al. (1991) and Carter et al. (1996) offered
explanations for their effects, but the explanations have not been
empirically validated. Recall that Goodman et al. suggested that
interviewer-provided support would decrease children's
suggestibility by lowering their intimidation. Carter et al. (1996)
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were a bit more mvoo_mo theorizing that 582529. support
reduced children’s anxiety and EEE%:oP increased their
feelings of empowerment, and in turn, increased their resistance
to misinformation. In support, Enw cited Sarason and Sarason’s
(1986) finding that subjects completing a complex cognitive task
were more self confident and less anxious when they were given
social support than when they were not. Carter and colleagues’
(1996) findings of increased accuracy oz_w in response to
misleading n:amconm supported their argument that the effect of
social support is specific to mcmmom:c__@ Rm_mgoo (Goodman
et al.’s findings of increased free recall uSE.wQ do not fit with
this mvoo_mo Sﬁ_gmcoP roiﬂﬁ. ) . _

. We have interpreted these previous explanations to mean
that interviewer-provided support makes children feel better able
to resist the interviewer, which in tum leads to increased
resistance to misleading questions. We co__n<o that such an
58%38:3 clearly indicates the social v&ér&om_o& construct
of perceived self-efficacy eunsm & Bottoms, 1998). Self-efficacy
isa voaoaw_ 8m_=co= about one's ability to perform a task i ina
given situation, or * voov_n s judgments of their o%mc___com to

‘organize and execute courses of action required to attain
designated types of v&o::gooms (Bandura, 1986, p- uo:
Unlike judgments about one's stable dispositions or
competencies, efficacy judgments are transient and altered by
social contexts. A¢cording to Bandura Cowu 1997), people base
their efficacy judgments on cognitive appraisals of information
derived from a variety of sources including self-performance,
suggestion or exhortation from others, and vrwﬂ&omam_ indices
(e.g., heart rate, vo_‘mv:.u:o:v Womnwnor with children has shown
that efficacy judgments are mooa predictors of mom%::o and
achievement-oriented _uorwsg (e.g., Schunk, 1989, _oo_v Ea
that interventions which increase cE_&oz s %Em_mu_m of their
ability to complete academic tasks increase their performance.
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We propose that the psychological mediator between
interviewer-provided social support and.decreased suggestibility
is a psychological construct we term “resistance efficacy™:
children’s perceived self-efficacy for resisting an interviewer’s
suggestions. We theorize that social support increases children’s
perceived resistance efficacy, which in turn increases their
resistance to misleading questions. That is, when an interviewer
is supportive, children feel more empowered and able to directly
contradict an interviewer’s misleading suggestions. In contrast,
when an interviewer is not supportive, children may feel

intimidated and less able to resist an interviewer’s suggestions,

and in tum, be more suggestible.

Another imperative for future research is the study of
individual diffefences in children's responsiveness to social
support manipulations. Scveral researchers have noted the
importance of individual differences in oxv_EEum between-
subjects <m:u§__€ in children's testimony (e.g., Eisen, Goodman,
Davis, & Qin, in press; Goodman & O:sm 1996; Merrit,
Ornstein, &. mv_o_no_. -1994; Quas et al., in press). We think there
is good reason to expect interactions coniooa individual
differences and situational variables such:as the social
supportiveness of an interview. For example, Carter et al. (1996)
theorized that social support reserves (i-¢;, the amount of social
support already nx_ms:m in one’s life) §= moderate the effects of
interviewer-provided support on children’ u suggestibility. That is,
children who are high in support reserves:are already E.&_mvom&
to feel empowered, but children low in support reserves are not
and may be more sensitive to variations of supportiveness in their
environment. Q:ER: low in wccvon reserves may experience
particularly mﬁ_n:m increases in resistance.to misinformation
under supportive interview conditions relative to children high in
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support reserves. E ?or there is support ».on this reasoning in a
study with adult vu_devmam (Sarason & mn-.nuoa. 1986):
Compared to participants who were high in mosm_ support
reserves, participants low in support reserves exhibited greater
gains in va_.moazgco on an B.um_é: Smr i:w: Enw were offered
help from an qxvonaozﬁ. s .

Social szuo: ==w_= also be we.noaﬁ_w. effective in
increasing interview accuracy in children who are dispositionally
shy or those who suffer from low mo_m.omnoni “Children who are
low in self-esteem miay doubt their abilities more than children
who are high in self-ésteem (Harter & Pike, 1984), and thus, may
be more sensitive to Eg_aio...n_.%a& social support, Social
support may help such children to relax and answer questions to
their maximum capability, when they might otherwise be
intimidated and withdrawn. Given that abused children--many of
the very children who undergo forensic interviews--often suffer
from low self-esteem:and general withdrawal Ao g., Kaufman &
Cicchetti, 1989), it is worthwhile to determine whethér
temperamentally shy children or those with low self-esteem
benefit more than on.oa from social support. :

Finally, 5059. individual difference SEmEn that may
determine a child’s responsiveness to social support is emotional
quality of attachment to significant others. Goodman and her
colleagues (Goodman, Quas, Batterman-Faunce, Riddlesberger,

- & Kuhn, 1997, see also Goodman & Quas, 1996) have reported
that »nmo?:oa style, or the manner in which children have

- formed relationships with primary caregivers (Bowlby, 1969), is

related to children's niemory and suggestibility. In line with -

predictions from attachment theory (Bowlby, 1969), Goodman et

al. (1997) found that children's reactions to a stressful medical
procedure were 3_3& to their parents’ romantic attachment
style. (Because there is often a correspondence between parental
w:m child attachment mQ_o vB.o:S_ mgora_a:ﬁ mgo was used as
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a proxy ».o.. children's attachment; Bartholomew, 1990; Shaver &
mmNE_. Gowv mvoo_mon:% children whose parents reported
insecure attachment (i.e., avoidant and anxious-ambivalent
attachients) were more distressed during a stressful medical
procedure and made more efrors in response to specific and
misleading interview e_omnoam about the procedure than children
whose parents _.ovo:& secure attachment. The emotional quality
of a forensic interview (supportive or nonsupportive) may make
attachment issues salient. In particular, insecurely attached
children, who are generally more apprehensive and less trusting
of others during social interactions, may be more sensitive to
interviewer supportiveness than securely attached children, who
are moaﬂu:w at ease during social interactions.

‘We have Emr__m_un& on_w a few &%8595_ factors that
B_m_: cause a child to be more or less sensitive to manipulations
of social support. Of course, there may be numerous others.
Eo::@:.m individual difference variables and controlling for
thém in social support studies should allow for a more specific
examination of the effects of social support. Identification may
also have direct practical benefits for forensic i interviewing. It
may bring us closer to the goal of targeting children who are
particularly at risk for suggestibility and who might benefit from
special supportive interventions.

A third challenge for future research is to determine the
potential limits of the positive effects of social support. The
studies we have 352& demonstrate that social support given
without regard to children's actual »ooE‘mo% improves the
accuracy of children's reports. However, in none of the studies
were children given social support contingent upon expected or
desired answers. Social support used as a positive reinforcer for
certain aﬁom of answers may have %550:8_ effects on
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children's accuracy (Garven, ioo? Zn.__um_mm & Shaw, in press).

There may be other EES:oE to Eo benefits om moo_m_
support, For example, Carter and 8=omm=nm (1996) orﬁmoﬁzu&
- their results as tentative without aov__omcos ‘under conditions
that are sometimes encountered in-actual abuse cases . . . multiple
interviews or long delays” (p. 351). The advent of o_.mmEuoP
interdisciplinary responses to child uccmo a:owm:onm (like those
coordinated at children's advocacy centers, Sorenson, 1993;
Sorenson, Bottoms, & Perona, 1997) has reduced the number of
interviews children E.aﬂmo and the ao_uw between alleged
incidents and forensic interviews, Even so, some alleged victims
are still questioned repeatedly in forensic settings, sometimes
after a significant delay (Gray, 1993; Steward & Steward, 1996).
In addition, mc%oa.& child abuse victims may participate in
multiple therapy sessions in which a therapist will ask them about
- alleged abuse in a warm and supportive manner. Will repeated
exposure to socially supportive interviews be beneficial or have
detrimental effects? What is the impact of social mcvnon after a
significant no_nﬁ

io know of no studies investigating the effects of
multiple exposures to peer-provided support. Goodman et al..
(1991) conducted the only examination of repeated exposure to
interviewer-provided support, Children in that study received

either one or two interviews (which were either both supportive or -

both neutral). Effects of support were sporadic across the two
interviews, and there was no interaction of the support variable
and the number of interviews (which would indicate either a

- positive or negative effect of repeated exposure to support). The
effects of social support over the course of more interviews is not
known. Critics and courts (e.g., MBEBEQM. Gouv have
voiced concern that multiple supportive interviews will increase
suggestibility. In light of the psychological research and theory -
we have reviewed, however, we would expect a positive effect
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across multiple: Egm.nim perhaps even an additive effect as

~ repeated exposure to.a supportive Sg_niﬂ builds a child’s

resistance efficacy.

Woma.&:m the variable of delay, we would expect social
support to have its strongest effect after a significant delay, when
children doubt their own memory (suggestibility increases for
adults and children after memory decays, Gudjonsson, 1992;
Loftus, 1979). In fact, Goodman and colleagues (1991) moEa the
strongest effects of support after a 4-week delay as compared to a
2-week delay. But no onc has investigated the effects of
Eg_ain_..?oﬁa& or 3«..635&& uzvvon over a longer
delay.

Our Current Research Program

Eowaoﬁgnwsaﬁmnmuaﬁousguuoao&. _
the issues we outlined above. Next, we bricfly summarize an .
experiment in which our primary goals were to: (a) replicate prior
research aﬂ:onmscnm the benefits of Eg_oiﬂ.naf.a&
support on children’s cyewitness reports, (b) explore the relative
abilities of anxiety and resistance efficacy to explain the effects
of social support.on children’s suggestibility, and (c) explore
individual difference factors as potential Boao_dg of the effects
of social m%voa.

In our uE% Quwsm _oom Ossm .@. Bottoms, _oowv
which was modeled after Carter et al. (1996), 81.6 and 7 year
olds individually. played with a female research assistant who was
introduced to each child as a babysitter. Some of the play
activities involved innocuous touching (e .8., the babysitter traced
the child’s body with a crayon and asked the child to tickle her).
Immediately afterwards, each child was given a mock forensic
interview by a male research assistant, who explained that he was
the babysitter’s boss and he wanted to find out if the babysitter
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was doing a good hoc The interview consisted of free recall,
specific, and misleading questions, and was given under -
supportive or S:B_mmﬁsm conditions. As in Carter et al.’s study,
the supportive condition was designed to be o_z_a-?os&% that
is, the interviewer displayed behaviors found by clinical research
to convey emotional warmth (e.g., Bﬁvon.cEESw. supportive
eye contact, smiles). F contrast, in the nonsupportive condition,
the interviewer did not display any supportivé behaviors, and, in
fact, behaved in an intimidating manner by mo=<o_< avoiding eye
- contact, smiles, 8& uo monr

After the 58262 oE_&.n: were m_.osoa by a third new

adult who »&EEmﬁn& a shortened version of the state anxiety

scale of the STAIC %%m% & mv_o_cﬂmon '1986; Spiclberger,
1979) so that we could test previous assertions that anxiety
mediates the effect of t support on children’s suggestibility (Carter
et al., 1996; Moston & Engelberg, 1992). To test our own
competing theory _.omun&:m resistance om._ouQ as the mediator,
children were also given a %85:%.8353& Resistance

" Efficacy Scale for Children (RES). The wmm items are designed
to tap children’s perceived ability to resist the interviewer (e.g.,
“How easy or hard it would be to tell the interviewer he was
wrong about uoB&E.m, if you know he’s wrong?). Items are
accompanied by umo.%?.ov:ma response mop_ou Ea orienting

: Ewo:oo trials. _

As oxuoon&,ba_waae% analyses of our data reveal a
replication of Carter ét al.’s results: Interviewer-provided support
enthanced the accuracy of children's reports by significantly
increasing their resistance to misleading questions. Support did
not affect children’s answers to specific questions. In addition, -
for the first time, we found that social support influences
children's anxiety during a mock forensic interview. Although
overall anxiety levels.were low for-all children; children in the
nonsupportive condition rated themselves as significantly more

Social Support 24

anxious than did children in the supportive condition (Ms were
1.6 and 1.4, respectively, on the STAIC, which ranges from 1,
E&ou::m low levels of anxiety, to 3, indicating high levels o». .
anxiety). Contrary to others’ Eo&ocoam however, anxiety did
not mediate the effect of interviewer support on children's
suggestibility; Instead; our analyses revealed that children's
feelings of resistance efficacy were enhanced by social support,
and that resistance efficacy mediated the effect of interviewer
support on children’s accuracy in response to misleading
questions ?%85_@ for the oldest children in our sample).
Specifically, interviewer support Eﬂowm& older children's
feelings of Resistance mBo»nw. which in turn Eo_.gm& their
resistance to' B_m_ou&bm questions.

" Thus, ours _unvaﬁr:auE%Sngo»_Eoeonnma of
582_22685,_& social support on children’s mcwwacc___?
It is the first study to demonstrate that a lack of emotional -
support from an intérviewer can have a detrimental effect on -
children’s well-being byi increasing their anxiety, and a negative
effect on children’s accuracy by %Qoomsm their resistance
efficacy. We are currently examining our data for the answers to -
other critical questions such as whether the i impact of social
support is mediated by individual differences in such domains as
social support reserves, attachment style, temperamental shyness,
and self-esteem. We are also beginning a new study to investigate

* the effects of repeated exposure to moew_ support after more than

ayear’s delay.
Conclusion
In this chapter, we have shown that oavio.m_ evidence

generally disputes speculation that “child-friendly” interviewing
methods will lead children to fabricate details or entire abuse

-allegations to please interviewers. Rather, studies investigating

voo_.-?osﬂ_& support have yielded mixed results, but none has
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revealed detrimental effects on oEER: s accuracy. Studies

investigating interviewer-provided m%voa reveal more solid

benefits. Perhaps future research will examine the effectiveness
of different modes of communicating social wcvvo: to children.

. In light of the evidence.we have reviewed, we are confident i in our
recommendation that forensic interviewers should guard against
false reports by interviewing &E&g in a socially supportive,
:oa-S:::%c:m manner. Of course, avoidance of misleading

~questions is also advised, but because children’s responses to
open-ended and specific questions are often brief, and because
forensic interviewers do not know what really happened during
target events, it would be S.v.o%&_o for interviewers to avoid all
detailed, even Ba_ou&bm questions.

: We hope that researchers will continue research on social
support, a variable that is of significant theoretical interest to

psychology, but also of applied importance because it is an easily -

implemented intervention that may have measurable effects on
the accuracy of actual child 590%8.
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