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Effects of Social Support on Children’s Eyewitness
Reports: A Test of the Underlying Mechanism

Suzanne L. Davis' and Bette L. Bottoms?>

Research on children’s eyewitness testimony demonstrates that interviewer-provided
social support given during a mock forensic interview helps children resist an inter-
viewer’s misleading suggestions about past events. We proposed and tested 1 potential
mechanism underlying support effects: “Resistance Efficacy,” or children’s perceived
self-efficacy for resisting an interviewer’s suggestions. Eighty-one 6- and 7-year-old
children experienced a play event, then were interviewed about the event with mislead-
ing and specific questions. Consistent with prior research, children interviewed by a
supportive person were more resistant to misleading suggestions than were those in-
terviewed by a nonsupportive person. Although Resistance Efficacy did not mediate
the effects of interviewer support in the full sample, additional analyses revealed that
Resistance Efficacy may be a mediator for older, but not younger, children. Contrary to
predictions, children’s preexisting social support reserves were not related to children’s
interview accuracy nor to perceived Resistance Efficacy. Implications for psycholog-
ical theory are discussed, as well as implications for understanding and improving
children’s eyewitness reports.

INTRODUCTION

Over the past two decades, child abuse has steadily gained recognition as a
major societal and legal problem, which has brought many children into contact
with the legal system (Goodman, Emery, & Haugaard, 1998; Myers, 1992). When
children enter our legal system, a system designed for adults, alarming issues are
raised. One particularly troubling issue is the reliability of children’s testimony.
Given the inherently private nature of child sexual abuse, there is often no evi-
dence of abuse other than a child’s report (Myers, 1992). Children’s reports can
prompt investigations that lead to the discovery and prosecution of actual child
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abuse, or investigations that target innocent adults for abuse they did not com-
mit. As in any legal case built primarily on eyewitness testimony—adult or child
testimony—there is the potential for justice or injustice, depending on the accuracy
of the testimony.

To approach the ultimate goals of uncovering truth and reaching just out-
comes in child abuse cases, we can turn to social science for help. There we find
a growing body of research aimed at understanding children’s capabilities and dis-
covering techniques for maximizing the accuracy of their reports (for reviews, see
Ceci & Bruck, 1993; Davis, 1998; Goodman et al., 1998; Goodman & Bottoms,
1993; Shaaf et al., in press; Warren & McGough, 1996). One factor found to in-
fluence the accuracy of children’s reports is social support, a socioemotional vari-
able conceptualized as a form of social interaction or communication that fosters
a feeling of well-being in the target (Burleson, Albrecht, Goldsmith, & Sarason,
1994).

There is good reason to investigate the effects of social support on children’s
eyewitness reports. The interview settings children encounter such as pretrial forensic
interviews or the courtroom can be either socially supportive or intimidating. For ex-
ample, children may be questioned by a cold, intimidating interviewer or by a friendly,
warm person. Conventional wisdom about the effects of interviewer-provided social
support is mixed: Some professionals argue for child-friendly interview techniques
(e.g., Wood, McClure, & Birch, 1996), reasoning that social support will be emotion-
ally calming and therefore conducive to accurate reports. Others have discussed the
possibility that support may be distracting at best and suggestive at worst, and that
children who are interviewed in a socially supportive manner may want to give an-
swers that will please their friendly interrogator rather than answers that are accurate
(see Bull, 1998, for a discussion).

Research in other domains suggests that the accuracy of children’s reports will
benefit from social support. For example, perceived social support enhances chil-
dren’s psychological well-being and perceived ability to cope with stress (Cohen &
Wills, 1985; Sarason, Sarason, & Pierce, 1990; Wolchick, Sandler, & Braver, 1990),
as well as academic performance and short-term recall (Harris & Rosenthal, 1985;
Kelley & Gorham, 1988; Rosenthal & Jacobson, 1968). These findings would be
predicted by current developmental theories that stress the importance of environ-
mental support for children to reach their maximum levels of cognitive performance
(e.g., Fischer, 1980; Vygotsky, 1934/1978). In light of such research and theory, chil-
dren’s testimony researchers have theorized that social support will help, not hinder,
children’s report accuracy.

Some researchers have operationalized social support as the presence of a peer
(Greenstock & Pipe, 1996, 1997; Moston, 1992). Results from this research have
been mixed and may not be very helpful in understanding how children respond
during many actual forensic interviews. That is, although children who testify in court
may request that support persons accompany them (Myers, 1996), they are rarely
given pretrial forensic interviews with peers, siblings, or others present. Instead, a
child and an interviewer usually interact in a closed social situation. Because many
more children undergo pretrial forensic interviews than ever testify in court, it is



Social Support and Children’s Reports 187

arguably of greater importance in terms of ecological validity to explore the effects
of interviewer-provided social support.

Interviewer-Provided Social Support

There have been several investigations of interviewer support on the accuracy
of children’s reports. In some of these studies, support has been operationally de-
fined in terms of interviewer identity (Goodman, Sharma, Thomas, & Constadine,
1995; Ricci, Beal, & Dekle, 1996; Tobey & Goodman, 1992). These studies gener-
ally have found that children interviewed by a supportive person (e.g., the child’s
mother) are more accurate on some interview questions than are those interviewed
by an intimidating person (e.g., a stranger or a police officer). Each of these stud-
ies, however, necessarily confounded interviewer identity with supportiveness. Other
studies have eliminated this confound by operationalizing support in terms of the
behaviors exhibited by unfamiliar interviewers. For example, 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. Children were interviewed
after 2 and 4 weeks about their clinic visit with free recall, misleading, and specific
(less leading) questions. For half of the children, the interviewer acted in a supportive
manner by giving the children a snack, smiling frequently, and complimenting them
periodically without regard for accuracy. The remaining children were interviewed
in a more neutral way. Support reduced the number of inaccuracies in children’s
free recall, and, after a 4-week delay, social support also reduced younger children’s
errors in response to misleading questions and questions that incorrectly suggested
that abuse had occurred. Even so, support increased younger children’s omission
errors to misleading questions concerning peripheral characteristics of the clinic
setting.

Carter, Bottoms, and Levine (1996) investigated the effects of interviewer-
provided support on 5- to 7-year-olds’ immediate reports about a play session. Social
support and intimidation were operationalized in terms of specific behaviors noted
in the clinical literature to convey emotional warmth or the lack thereof (Kelley &
Gorham, 1988; Mehrabian, 1969). Their manipulation produced more consistent and
specific effects than those reported by Goodman et al. (1991), perhaps because the
nonsupportive condition was operationalized as more “intimidating” than “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 or free recall questions.

In contrast, Imhoff and Baker-Ward (1999) found no effects of interviewer
support on younger children’s accuracy. Three- and 4-year-olds were individually
interviewed about a classroom demonstration after a 2-week delay. Interviewer sup-
port had no effect on children’s responses to specific or misleading questions about
the event, probably because Imhoff and Baker-Ward’s nonsupportive condition was
neutral rather than intimidating. In fact, we would characterize it as somewhat sup-
portive, because interviewers sometimes smiled at the children and complimented
them on their performance.
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What psychological mechanism could be responsible for the effects found by
Goodman et al. (1991) and Carter et al. (1996)? Citing developmental theories that
stress the importance of environmental support for children to perform at their
optimal level (e.g., Fischer, 1980), Goodman et al. theorized that interviewer sup-
port would decrease children’s intimidation, and in turn, decrease their suggestibility.
Carter et al. (1996) theorized that interviewer support increased children’s resistance
to misleading information by decreasing children’s anxiety, lessening intimidation,
and increasing feelings of empowerment. Peer-support researchers Moston and
Engelberg (1992) also proposed that support may alleviate children’s interview anx-
iety, although Greenstock and Pipe (1996, 1997) found no evidence that anxiety
mediates the effect of peer-provided support on children’s accuracy.

We believe previous speculations about the mechanism underlying support ef-
fects are largely accurate, but need refinement. That is, Carter et al.’s and Goodman
et al.’s results suggest that interviewer support decreases intimidation (Carter et al.,
1996; Goodman et al., 1991), which leads to resistance to misleading questions. If
this were not the case, interviewer support would have increased children’s accuracy
on all dependent measures (free recall, specific, and misleading questions). In fact,
in Carter et al.’s study, support only affected children’s performance on the highly
coercive misleading questions—questions to which children had to contradict the
interviewer directly to provide a correct answer. Further, Goodman et al.’s effects
were most robust for measures of suggestibility. To understand the mechanism un-
derlying interviewer support effects, we have drawn on social psychological theory,
specifically, self-efficacy theory.

A Self-Efficacy Explanation for the Effects of Interviewer-Provided Support

We theorize that interviewer support makes children feel better able to resist an
interviewer, which in turn leads to increased resistance to misleading questions. Such
aninterpretation clearly indicates the social psychological construct of perceived self-
efficacy; that is, “people’s judgments of their capabilities to organize and execute
courses of action required to attain designated types of performances” (Bandura,
1986, p. 391) in specific situations that may contain novel, unpredictable, and pos-
sibly stressful features (Bandura, 1977, 1982). Unlike judgments about one’s stable
dispositions, efficacy judgments are transient and altered by social contexts. Efficacy
judgments are good predictors of behavior in a variety of situations for adults
(Bandura, 1997) and children. For example, perceived self-efficacy predicts chil-
dren’s academic and achievement-oriented behavior (e.g., math problems; Schunk,
1986, 1991). Importantly, self-efficacy remains a significant predictor of behavior even
when other self-relevant cognitions that might covary with efficacy (e.g., performance
anxiety) are statistically controlled (Bandura, 1997; Schunk, 1989, 1991).

We tested a new type of self-efficacy unique to forensic interviews: “Resistance
Efficacy,” or children’s perceived self-efficacy for resisting an interviewer’s sugges-
tions. We theorize that during a forensic interview, children derive efficacy informa-
tion from the interviewer and make cognitive appraisals of their Resistance Efficacy.
We also theorize that interviewer support would increase children’s Resistance
Efficacy, which in turn would increase their resistance to misleading questions. That
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is, when an interviewer is supportive, children would feel empowered and able to
contradict directly misleading suggestions. In contrast, when an interviewer is not
supportive, children would feel intimidated and less able to resist suggestions, and
in turn, be more suggestible. Consistent with self-efficacy theory, Resistance Effi-
cacy should predict the degree to which children resist an interviewer’s misleading
questions. When children’s Resistance Efficacy is high, they should be more resistant
to an interviewer’s suggestions than when their Resistance Efficacy is low. Finally,
Resistance Efficacy should not predict accuracy in response to free recall or nonmis-
leading questions, because only on misleading questions must children overtly resist
(i.e., disagree with) an interviewer to answer correctly or say “I don’t know.”*

Thus, we predicted that Resistance Efficacy would mediate the relation between
interviewer support and resistance to misleading questions, even when children’s
anxiety during the interview was held constant (a technique that is standard in self-
efficacy research because anxiety is the classic competing mediator to self-efficacy in
social psychological research). Note that, although it is not the primary focus of this
research, our study is the first to examine the relation between interviewer support
and anxiety. Effects of support on anxiety would be interesting in and of themselves
and would have important forensic implications.

Social Support Reserves and Resistance Efficacy

We also investigated the possibility of interactions between interviewer support
and social support reserves (i.e., the amount of social support already existing in
children’s lives). Carter et al. (1996) theorized that social support reserves would
moderate effects of interviewer support on children’s suggestibility. They reasoned
that children who are high in support reserves would already be predisposed to feel
empowered, but children low in support reserves would not feel empowered and
might be more sensitive to variations of supportiveness in their environment. Thus, we
predicted that children low in preexisting support reserves would experience larger
increases in resistance to false suggestions under supportive interview conditions
relative to those who are already high in support reserves. In fact, research has shown
that compared to adults who are high in support reserves, those whose reserves are
low exhibit greater gains in performance on anagram tasks when offered help from
an experimenter (Sarason & Sarason, 1986). Other research shows that grade-school
children who are high in support reserves are predisposed to have high self-efficacy
for new situations (Cowen, Work, Hightower, Wyman, & Lotycezewski, 1991).

In light of this research, we predicted that children’s support reserves would
moderate effects of interviewer support on Resistance Efficacy, which in turn would
affect resistance to misleading questions. Specifically, when an interviewer is support-
ive, children low in support reserves would judge themselves to be higher in Resis-
tance Efficacy than when the interviewer is nonsupportive. Children high in support

It is important to distinguish these predictions from those that would derive from Gudjonsson’s theory
of interrogative suggestibility (Gudjonsson, 1992). According to Gudjonsson, when interviewees doubt
their memories for any reason, they may comply with or accept an interrogator’s misleading suggestion.
Our concern here is with children’s ability to resist suggestion, not in children’s perceived memory
abilities per se.
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reserves should experience smaller gains in Resistance Efficacy as a result of inter-
viewer support than children low in support reserves.

Overview

We designed this study to (a) replicate results from prior research investigating
the effects of interviewer support on children’s reports of a prior event (i.e., Carter
et al., 1996; Goodman et al., 1991), (b) explore Resistance Efficacy as a mediator of
interviewer support effects, and (c) explore social support reserves as a moderator
of the effect of interviewer support on Resistance Efficacy.

Six- to 7-year-old children engaged in a play session (in a special “dinosaur
room”) with an unfamiliar adult (the “babysitter”). Immediately afterwards, chil-
dren were given a mock forensic interview by an interviewer who acted in either
a supportive or a nonsupportive manner. To test the mediating role of Resistance
Efficacy and to rule out anxiety as an alternative mediator, children were given de-
velopmentally appropriate scale measures of their Resistance Efficacy and anxiety.
Parents completed a scale measure of their children’s social support reserves to test
the moderating effect of support reserves.

METHOD

Participants

Eighty-one 6- to 7-year-old children participated (range = 72-92 months, M =
82 months; 39 girls, 42 boys). Four participants were African American, 71 were
Caucasian, 3 were Latino, and 2 were of other ethnicities. Children were of upper—
middle socioeconomic status (SES), as measured by the Hollingshead (1975) SES
scale (M SES score = 49.08, range = 8 [lowest SES status] to 66 [highest SES status]).
Children were recruited from a participant pool consisting of families from Chicago
and its suburbs as well as undergraduate students who agreed to participate with
their child or with their mother and younger sibling.

Materials
Demographic Questionnaire

This parent questionnaire assesses information useful for sample description,
including ethnicity, family income (Hollingshead, 1975), and parent’s marital status.

Social Support Reserves Scale (Zelkowitz, 1989)

The parent form of the Zelkowitz (1989) social support inventory requires moth-
ers to report about the types of interactions between their children and various
support persons (e.g., parents, other family members, friends, teachers). It corre-
lates significantly with preschoolers’ and kindergartners’ own perceptions of their
social support. Internal consistency and test-retest reliability are high (Wolchik et al.,
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1990; Zelkowitz, 1989). Because children derive social support chiefly from family
members and close friends (e.g., Cauce, Reid, Landesman, & Gonzales, 1990; Furman
& Buhrmester, 1985), we assessed support only from those sources. On a scale from
1(never) to 5 (always), parents indicate how often their child turns to each nuclear
family member and to close friends for various types of support (e.g., “talks with
about problems or worries,” “wants to be with when feeling unhappy or upset”).
Parents also rate each person’s relationship with their child on a scale from 1 (not
close at all) to 7 (very close). An overall support score is calculated by summing all
ratings. Higher numbers indicate more emotional support in children’s lives. Our
participants’ scores were similar to scores in other research (Zelkowitz, 1989) and
ranged from 33 to 206, M = 161.40, Mdn = 162.

Resistance Efficacy Scale (RES)

The specially constructed RES consists of six items designed to tap the degree
to which children feel they can resist the interviewer. Items are modeled after other
efficacy scales used with children 8 years old and older (Cowen et al., 1991; Schunk,
1981; Wheeler & Ladd, 1982; see Appendix A for entire scale and instructions).
Children are given two practice items to verify that they understand the question
and response format, then are given the six items. For each item children are asked
to select one of four statements that best describes how they feel. For example,
children are given stems such as “What if Rich (the interviewer) is wrong about
something that happened, and you know he’s wrong. How easy or hard will it
be for you to tell him he’s wrong?” Then children respond by pointing to items
on a 4-point scale ranging from 1 (REALLY HARD)!, indicating low efficacy) to
4 (REALLY EASY!, indicating high efficacy). Responses are averaged for each
child, yielding an overall RES score. The statistical properties of the RES for this
sample were acceptable: Cronbach o = .83, mean interitem r = .44.

A-State Scale of the State-Trait Anxiety Inventory for Children
(STAIC; Spielberger, 1979)

The A-State scale of the STAIC consists of 20 items that assess children’s anx-
iety about a recent experience. It is reliable, internally consistent, and correlates
significantly with other indices of anxiety such as the Manifest Anxiety Scale for
Children (Castaneda, McCandless, & Palermo, 1956; Spielberger, 1979). In the in-
terest of saving time, we used only 11 of the 20 STAIC items: calm, upset, nervous,
scared, relaxed, worried, frightened, happy, good, bothered, and nice. For each item,
children are asked to point to one of three statements that best represents how they
felt during the forensic interview; for example, “I felt 1 (not scared), 2 (scared),
or 3 (very scared),” or “I felt 1 (very happy), 2 (happy), or 3 (not happy).” Chil-
dren’s responses are averaged, yielding an overall anxiety score. Higher numbers in-
dicate elevated anxiety. The abbreviated scale was reliable, « = .91, mean interitem
r =.50.
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Mock Forensic Interview

Our interview consisted of one free recall and 34 detailed questions similar to
those used in numerous other child witness studies (e.g., Carter et al., 1996; Goodman
et al., 1991; Goodman, Bottoms, Rudy, Davis, & Schwartz-Kenney, 2001; Rudy &
Goodman, 1991; Saywitz, Goodman, Nicholas, & Moan, 1991; see Appendix B for
all questions). To control for possible response biases, the detailed questions were ap-
proximately balanced for whether they prompted a “yes” or “no” answer. Questions
varied on two general dimensions: suggestiveness and abuse relevance. Regarding
suggestiveness, half of the questions were designed to be misleading, and half were
designed to be specific, or less leading, more direct questions (operationalized as in
previous interviewer support studies, e.g., Carter et al., 1996; Goodman et al., 1991).
Misleading questions suggested an incorrect response, for example, “What color was
the robe you put on?” (children did not don a robe during the play session). Specific
questions were not designed to be misleading or to suggest a particular answer; for
example, “Did she (the babysitter) touch a Barbie doll?” when this was done during
the play session.

To increase the ecological validity of the study, misleading and specific questions
were also classified according to abuse relevance, or their similarity to questions that
might be asked in an actual investigation to determine if sexual abuse had occurred.
Nine abuse-related questions focused on behaviors that might be considered abusive,
including picture-taking because child sexual abuse sometimes involves pornography
(e.g., “Did she take a picture of you with your shirt off?””). These questions were
included because of the importance of determining whether children will falsely
report being abused when they have not been.

Procedure

Parents and children came to the university one pair at a time and were greeted
by an experimenter. Parents privately reviewed and approved all measures and proce-
dures, including the fact that the entire session was videotaped. Parents were invited
to eliminate any items from the interview that they did not want their children to
be asked. Only three parents eliminated items. In each case it was an abuse-related
question. After parental consent and child assent had been obtained, children were
escorted to the “dinosaur room,” where each child played with a woman research as-
sistant described as the “babysitter.” (Three women alternated playing this role.) The
babysitter engaged the child in various activities with pictures, stories, balloons, bub-
bles, a Barbie doll (which “accidentally” broke during the play session), a Polaroid
camera, puppets (during a staged puppet show, a ladybug puppet bit another pup-
pet on the behind), and activities that involved innocuous touching (the babysitter
traced the child’s body on a large piece of paper and touched the child’s biceps and
shoulder). Meanwhile, parents completed the demographic questionnaire and the
support reserves scale. At all times, parents could see their children via closed-circuit
television.

After the play session, the babysitter led the child to a new room where the
child was greeted by a man interviewer. (Three men alternated playing this role.)
He explained that he was the babysitter’s boss, and he wanted to ask the child some
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questions about what happened during the play session because he wanted to make
sure the babysitter did a good job. He then administered the interview under one of
two support conditions modeled after those used by Carter et al. (1996). In the sup-
portive condition, the interviewer displayed behaviors demonstrated by communica-
tion research to be supportive and emotionally warm: He implicitly communicated
that he was not in a position of power by introducing himself and spending sev-
eral minutes building rapport (Tannen, 1990), he maintained supportive eye contact
with the child (Kelley & Gorham, 1988), smiled often (Andersen, 1985; Mehrabian,
1972), and used warm intonational vocal contours (i.e., a happy, kind voice; DePaulo
& Coleman, 1986; Labov & Fanshel, 1977). Further, he displayed body language
noted in the clinical literature to be supportive: He sat in close proximity to the
child (Kelley & Gorham, 1988) and assumed a relaxed, supportive body posture
(Andersen, 1985; Kendon, 1977; Patterson & Edinger, 1987). In contrast, in the non-
supportive condition, the interviewer did not engage in supportive behaviors. At the
beginning of the interview, he did not introduce himself or build rapport. Instead, he
sat in an intimidating silence and flipped through his interview pages. Throughout
the interview, he avoided eye contact with the child, did not smile, used a monotone
voice, and maintained a formal body posture.’

After the interview, the woman experimenter who had initially greeted the fam-
ily entered the interview room and said, “It’s time for a break now. Rich (the in-
terviewer), I know you’ve got some more questions to ask, but you really should
take your break now. See you in a few minutes.” In reality, the interview was over,
but it was important for children to think it was not over, so they would report their
present feelings of efficacy, anxiety, and liking-of-interviewer in anticipation of fu-
ture interaction with the interviewer. The woman experimenter, who was blind to
children’s experimental condition and who acted in a socially supportive manner,
administered the RES and the anxiety scale in random order. Note that in the self-
efficacy literature, self-efficacy is generally measured before and after an intervention
to demonstrate definitively mediator effects. For practical reasons, however, we could
not measure Resistance Efficacy both before and after the support manipulation was
implemented. That is, pretesting children’s Resistance Efficacy by giving children the
RES before the interview might have itself functioned as an intervention—sending a
message to children that resisting the interviewer’s suggestions was important. This
could have altered children’s responses. Instead, the RES was given at only one time,
after the interview. Even so, our methods ensured that children believed the interview
was not over when Resistance Efficacy was measured. They expected for the inter-
view to continue; thus, they were focusing on their anticipated future performance. In
fact, Skinner (1996) has suggested that when researchers initially test whether vari-
ables such as self-efficacy are present in given contexts, it is best not to pretest for
them.

Afterward, children and their parents were reunited, debriefed, and thanked for
their participation. Children were given two toys and a certificate of achievement, and
parents were paid $10 (N = 73) or, if university students, given course credit (N = 8).

5 As a manipulation check, six independent raters were asked to identify the experimental condition for
two randomly selected interviews from each condition for each interviewer. Their accuracy rate was 88 %.
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RESULTS

We present analyses in five major sections: (a) preliminary analyses, (b) analyses
examining effects of interviewer support and support reserves on children’s interview
accuracy and suggestibility, (c) analyses testing the proposed mediational model,
(d) analyses exploring effects associated with anxiety, and (e) analyses exploring
children’s performance on abuse-related questions.

Preliminary Analyses

Between-groups ¢ tests revealed that children in the supportive (M = 47.85)
and nonsupportive (M = 50.22) conditions were equivalent with respect to SES,
t(77) = 0.91, p = .37. Further, separate series of 2 (child gender) x 3 (interviewer
identity) analyses of variance (ANOVAs) conducted on all dependent measures
revealed no significant main effects or interactions involving child gender or inter-
viewer identity, all Fs(2,75) < 3.66, ps > .06, with one exception: children’s anx-
iety, F(2,75) =3.23, p < .05. Pairwise comparisons revealed that one interviewer
induced significantly lower anxiety scores (M = 1.35) than the other two interview-
ers, M = 1.63, F(1,75) =8.00, p < .01;and M = 1.55, F(1,75) = 4.00, p < .05,who
did notinduce significantly different scores from each other, F(1, 75) = 1.00, p = .21.
Thus, we collapsed across SES status, child gender, and interviewer identity in all
subsequent analyses, except for analyses involving anxiety scores as a dependent
variable, in which we included interviewer identity as a covariate.®

Effects of Interviewer-Provided Social Support and Support Reserves
on Interview Responses

For all analyses reported below, social support reserves was dichotomized by a
median split on the support reserves scale.’

Free Recall

Children’s free recall responses were transcribed and coded for correct and
incorrect units of information, identical to procedures used in other child witness
studies (e.g., Carter et al., 1996; Goodman et al., 1991). For example, the statement
“I played with a doll” was scored as three correct units of information: one for
acknowledging that something was played with, one for identifying a doll as the item
played with, and one for identifying that it was the child who played. Redundant
responses, incomprehensible responses, and responses that could not be verified
from the play session videotape were not scored. Two raters, blind to experimental

SBetween-groups ¢ tests also revealed that children in the supportive (M = 110) and nonsupportive
(M = 109) interview conditions were equivalent with respect to receptive vocabulary scores, as measured
by the Peabody Picture Vocabulary Test — Revised (Dunn & Dunn, 1981), #(79) = —0.23, p = .82.

7We also conducted a series of regression analyses, treating social support reserves as a continuous
variable, which could increase our statistical power. Results were the same as those we present here.
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Table 1. Mean Numbers of Correct and Incorrect Items Freely Recalled as a Function of Interviewer
Support and Support Reserves

Interviewer support condition

Response Supportive Nonsupportive
type Low reserves High reserves M Low reserves High reserves M
Correct 28.89 (8.68) 31.18 (19.93) 30.04 (15.75) 27.76 (11.41) 35.10(20.89) 31.43 (16.91)
responses
Incorrect 1.67 (1.88)  0.95(1.29) 1.31(1.60)  0.90 (1.22) 0.65 (0.81) 0.78 (1.04)
responses

Note. Standard deviations are in parentheses.

condition, independently scored 20% of all statements. Proportion of agreement
was high (97%). Disagreements between raters were resolved by discussion, and
one rater scored the remaining interviews.

Children’s free recall statements were generally quite accurate as would be
expected given the lack of delay between the play session and interview. Statements
ranged from brief answers such as “She did a puppet show. We played games” to more
elaborate descriptions such as “When I was there, she was like asking me questions
on these green pages. And then she showed me a Barbie doll with her head broke,
so she just put it back and she just took this fox and this rabbit and she had a firefly
and the ladybug. And the ladybug bit the rabbit’s butt. And then she made a picture
of me on the paper on the floor. And then we did bubbles and that’s all. I got a prize
and took a picture of me, too.”

We analyzed the number of correct and incorrect responses to the free-recall
question in separate 2 (interview condition: supportive or nonsupportive) x 2 (sup-
port reserves: high or low) between-subjects ANOVAs. As predicted, there were no
significant main effects of interviewer support on the number of correct responses,
F(1,77) = 0.15, p = .70, n* = .00, or incorrect responses, F(1,77) =3.21, p = .08,
n? = .04 (see Table 1). There were also no significant main effects of support reserves
on the number of correct responses, F(1,77) = 1.75, p = .19, n*> = .02, or incorrect
responses, F(1,77) =2.64, p = .11, »> = .03, nor significant interviewer support x
support reserves interactions on the number of correct responses, F(1,77) = 0.48,
p = .49, n> = .01, or incorrect responses, F(1,77) = 0.59, p = .45, n*> = .01.

Detailed Questions

As in similar research (e.g., Carter et al., 1996; Goodman et al., 1991; Rudy &
Goodman, 1991; Saywitz et al., 1991), each response to a detailed question (spe-
cific or misleading) was coded as a correct response, an omission error (failing to
acknowledge something that did occur), a commission error (saying something hap-
pened when it did not), or a “don’t know” response. Dependent measures were the
proportion of correct responses, omission errors, commission errors, and don’t know
responses, calculated as the total number of correct responses, omission errors, com-
mission errors, and don’t responses each separately divided by the total number of
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Table 2. Mean Proportions of Correct, Incorrect, and Don’t Know Responses to Specific and Misleading
Questions as a Function of Interviewer Support and Support Reserves

Interviewer support condition

Supportive Nonsupportive
Low High Low High

Response type reserves reserves M reserves reserves M
Correct responses”

Specific 0.86 (0.07) 0.88 (0.06) 0.87(0.07) 0.88(0.04) 0.88(0.09) 0.88(0.07)

Misleading® 0.68 (0.09) 0.63 (0.13) 0.66 (0.12) 0.58 (0.14) 0.60 (0.13) 0.59 (0.14)
Omission errors

Specific 0.04 (0.05) 0.03 (0.04) 0.03(0.04) 0.02(0.04) 0.02(0.03) 0.02(0.03)

Misleading 0.24 (0.07) 0.24 (0.07) 0.24(0.07) 0.23 (0.07) 0.23(0.10) 0.23 (0.09)
Commission errors?

Specific® 0.03 (0.03) 0.04 (0.04) 0.04 (0.04) 0.06(0.04) 0.03(0.04) 0.05 (0.05)

Misleading” 0.05 (0.06) 0.08 (0.11) 0.07 (0.09) 0.15(0.13) 0.11(0.09) 0.13 (0.11)
Don’t know responses

Specific 0.07 (0.05) 0.05(0.07) 0.06 (0.06) 0.04 (0.04) 0.07 (0.07) 0.05 (0.06)

Misleading 0.02 (0.05) 0.05(0.09) 0.04 (0.08) 0.04(0.07) 0.06(0.09) 0.05 (0.08)

Note. Standard deviations are in parentheses.

“4Significant multivariate main effect of interviewer support, all Fs(2, 76) > 3.50, ps < .05.

bSignificant univariate main effect of interviewer support, all Fs(1,77) > 6.21, ps < .05.

“Significant univariate interaction of interviewer support and support reserves, F(1,77) = 3.91, p < .05.

correct plus incorrect (commission and omission errors) plus don’t know responses.®

Each of these responses to misleading and specific questions was analyzed in four
separate series of 2 (interview condition: supportive or nonsupportive) x 2 (support
reserves: high or low) multivariate analyses of variance (MANOVAs). That is, the
first 2 (interview condition) x 2 (support reserves) MANOVA was performed on
the mean proportion of correct responses to misleading and specific questions; the
second MANOVA was performed on the mean proportion of omission errors to
misleading and specific questions, and so on. (In the analyses presented next, we col-
lapsed across the dimension of abuse-relatedness because our predictions regarding
social support and its mediators are relevant only for the specific versus misleading
question-type designation.)

There was a significant multivariate main effect of interviewer support on the
proportion of correct responses made, multivariate F(2,76) = 3.50, p < .05, > =
.08. Univariate tests revealed that, as predicted, children in the nonsupportive con-
dition, M = 0.59, gave fewer correct responses to misleading questions than children
in the supportive condition, M = 0.66, F(1,77) = 6.21, p < .05 (see Table 2). Inter-
viewer support did not significantly affect the proportion of correct responses to
specific questions, univariate F(1,77) = 0.45, p = .50.

There was also a significant multivariate main effect of interviewer support
on the proportion of commission errors made, F(2,76) =4.12, p < .05, 7> = .10
(see Table 2). Again, as predicted, univariate tests revealed that this effect held

8 Additional analyses were performed using the proportion of correct plus don’t know responses as a
dependent variable, because saying “don’t know” to a misleading question could indicate resistance.
Results of these analyses were the same as analyses of the proportion correct responses, and so we have
only reported the latter.
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only for misleading questions. Compared to children in the supportive condition,
M = 0.07, those in the nonsupportive condition, M = 0.14, made significantly more
errors of commission to misleading questions, univariate F(1,77) = 8.29, p < .01.
Interviewer support did not affect the proportion of commission errors to specific
questions, univariate F(1,77) = 0.91, p = .34. There were no significant main effects
of interviewer support on the proportion of omission errors, multivariate F(2, 76) =
1.36, p = .26, n> = .04; univariate Fs(1,77) <2.67, ps > .11, or don’t know re-
sponses, multivariate F(2,76) = 2.04, p = .14, n*> = .05; univariate Fs(1,77) < 3.44,
ps > .07.

Finally, there were no significant main effects of children’s support reserves
on correct responses, multivariate F(2,76) =0.27, p = .77, n? = .01; univariate
Fs(1,77) <0.22, ps > .61, commission errors, multivariate F(2,76) = 0.06, p =
.94, n?> = .00; univariate Fs(1,77) < 0.13, ps > .72, omission errors, multivariate
F(2,76) = 0.62, p = .54, n?> = .02; univariate Fs(1,77) < 1.26, ps > .27, or don’t
know responses, multivariate F(2,76) =0.54, p=.59, n?>=.01; univariate
Fs(1,77) < 1.08, ps > .30. There were also no Significant Interviewer Support x
Support Reserves interactions on correct responses, multivariate F(2,76) = 0.83,
p = .44, n?> = .02; univariate Fs(1,77) <1.34, ps > .25, omission errors, multi-
variate F(2,76) = 0.41, p = .66, n*> = .11; univariate Fs(1,77) < 0.82, ps > .37, or
don’t know responses, multivariate F(2,76) = 0.80, p = .46, n> = .02; univariate
Fs(1,77) < 1.17, ps > .28.

Although there was no significant multivariate interviewer support x sup-
port reserves interaction on commission errors, multivariate F(2,76) =2.19, p =
12, n> = .05, univariate tests revealed a significant interviewer support x support
reserves interaction for specific commission errors, univariate F(1,77) =3.91, p <
.05 (see Table 2). As predicted, simple effects analyses revealed that children with
low support reserves made significantly more errors of commission to specific ques-
tions in the nonsupportive condition than in the supportive condition, F(1,37) =
4.20, p < .05. The proportion of errors made by children with high support reserves
was not affected by support condition, F(1, 37) = 0.37, p = .55. There was no signifi-
cant interviewer support x support reserves interaction for misleading commission
errors, univariate F(1,77) =2.14, p = .15.

Explaining Interviewer Support Effects: A Test of the Proposed Model

Mediation analyses, as recommended by Baron and Kenney (1986), were con-
ducted to test whether (a) children’s Resistance Efficacy mediated the effect of
interviewer support on children’s resistance to misleading questions, and (b) chil-
dren’s support reserves moderated the effect of interviewer support on children’s
Resistance Efficacy judgments. Analyses were done separately for correct res-
ponses and commission errors, the only measures significantly affected by interviewer
support.

Although the RES and the anxiety scale were not significantly correlated, r =
—.18, p = .12, we needed to determine whether Resistance Efficacy mediated the
effect of interviewer support on resistance to misleading questions independently of
anxiety. Thus, anxiety scores were entered in the first block as covariates for all models
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reported below. Note that Baron and Kenney (1986) recommend multiple regression
analyses—without hierarchical blocking—for testing mediation. We slightly modi-
fied this method by using hierarchical analyses solely for the purpose of removing
variation associated with anxiety. That is, the covariates were entered on the first
block, then Baron and Kenney’s procedures were applied.

If Resistance Efficacy mediates the effect of interviewer support on resistance
to misleading questions, then (a) interviewer support must predict RES scores, and
(b) when both RES scores and interviewer support are included in the same analysis,
the effect of interviewer support on resistance to misleading questions should be
reduced or eliminated. Further, if children’s support reserves moderate the effect of
interviewer support on Resistance Efficacy, there should be a significant interviewer
support x support reserves interaction on RES scores.’

Correct Responses

First, we examined the effect of interviewer support on the proportion of cor-
rect responses to misleading questions. After anxiety scores were entered in the first
block as a covariate, R’adj = .00, F(1,79) = 1.16, p = .29, interviewer support was
a significant predictor of correct responses, B = 0.27, 1(78) = 2.40, p < .05, model
F(2,78) =3.49, p < .05, AR*> = .07, AF = 5.74, p < .05. Next, an analysis examin-
ing effects of interviewer support, support reserves, and their interaction on RES
scores revealed that after anxiety scores were entered in the first block, R?adj = .02,
F(1,79) =2.51, p = .12, neither interviewer support, B =0.15,#(77) =135, p =
.18, nor support reserves, B =0.02,¢(77) =0.17, p = .87, were significant pre-
dictors of Resistance Efficacy, model F(3,77)=1.46,p =23, AR* = .02, AF =
0.94, p = .40. The interviewer support x support reserves interaction term, which
was entered in the third block, was also not a significant predictor of Resistance
Efficacy, B = —0.02,(76) = —0.08, p = .94, model F(4,76) = 1.08, p = .37, AR* =
.00, AF =0.01, p = .94.

Finally, we examined the effects of both interviewer support and RES scores on
correct responses in the same analysis, after anxiety scores were entered in the first
block, R*adj = .00, F(1,79) = 1.16, p = .29. Interviewer support, B = 0.25, t(77) =
2.19, p < .05, was a significant predictor of correct responses (although the beta value
was reduced from .29 to .26), but RES scores were not, B = 0.13,¢(77) = 1.20, p =
23, model F(3,77) =2.82, p < .05, AR* = .08, AF =3.61, p < .05. Thus, Resis-
tance Efficacy did not mediate effects of interviewer support on correct responses to
misleading questions.

9 Additional exploratory analyses were conducted to examine the role of other theoretically interesting
potential mediators, in keeping with classic self-efficacy research. Specifically, scales measuring children’s
Memory Efficacy, or perceived ability to remember details from the play session (with items such as
“How easy or hard is it for you to remember what you did in the dinosaur room?”), and Liking-
of-Interviewer (with items such as “Some kids like Rich and some kids don’t like him. How do you feel?”)
were entered into similar mediation analyses. Scale reliability for the specially constructed Memory
Efficacy scale was somewhat low, but adequate («¢ = .62), with mean interitem r = .25; scale reliability
for the Liking-of-Interviewer scale was acceptable (¢ = .87), with mean interitem r = .64. Neither
of these constructs mediated the effect of interviewer support on children’s resistance to misleading
questions.
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Commission Errors

Similar analyses tested the model for the proportion of commission errors to
misleading questions. After anxiety scores were entered in the first block, R*adj =
—.01, F(1,79) = 0.04, p = .85, interviewer support was a significant predictor of
commission errors, B = —0.34, t(78) = —3.10, p < .01, model F(2,78) =4.82, p <
01, AR> = .11, AF = 9.60, p < .01. Asreported above, interviewer support was not
a significant predictor of RES scores, and support reserves did not moderate that
effect. Finally, when we examined the effects of both interviewer support and RES
scores on commission errors in the same analysis, after anxiety scores were en-
tered in the first block, R?adj = —.01, F(1,79) = 0.04, p = .85, interviewer support,
B =-0.32,1(77) = —=2.87, p < .01, but not RES scores, B = —0.15,¢(77) = —1.33,
p =19, was a significant predictor of commission errors, model F(3,77) = 3.83,
p < .01, AR> = .13, AF =5.72, p < .01. Thus, although children with lower RES
scores made more commission errors to misleading questions than did those with
higher RES scores, Resistance Efficacy did not mediate effects of interviewer sup-
port on their commission errors.

Exploring Age Differences in the Proposed Model

Analyses on the entire sample failed to support our model. We had several good
reasons to believe, however, that the model might hold for the older but not the
younger children in our sample. First, older children may be more sophisticated than
younger children at (a) quantifying their feelings on the RES, (b) understanding the
construct of perceived self-efficacy, and (c) recognizing the effect of an interviewer’s
behavior on their own feelings. This is supported by developmental research demon-
strating linear age trends in children’s self-consciousness, ability to explain behavior,
and understanding of affect (Corrigan, 1995; Karinol, 1995; Ruble & Dweck, 1995).
Second, interviewer support may not increase younger children’s perceived Resis-
tance Efficacy, although it does increase their resistance to suggestion. Finally, the
mediator of the effect of interviewer support on resistance may be different for older
and younger children. That is, there may be some other, unmeasured mediator that
explains younger children’s resistance.

For these reasons, we tested our model for older and younger children sep-
arately. We divided the sample into the older two thirds (79-92 months old) and
younger one third (72-78 months old) to remove only the youngest children—those
younger than 6!/, years old, who may be most likely to have difficulty using and un-
derstanding the RES. (All results presented below were the same when we divided
the sample into upper and lower halves and upper and lower quarters of the age
distribution.)

Correlations Between RES Scores and Resistance to Misleading Questions
for Older and Younger Children

First, to determine whether the relation between Resistance Efficacy and sug-
gestibility differed for older and younger children, we computed correlations be-
tween RES scores and the proportion of correct responses and commission errors
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to misleading questions. For the older children, as perceived Resistance Efficacy
increased, the proportion of commission errors to misleading questions decreased
significantly, r = —.33, p < .05, and there was a nonsignificant trend for the propor-
tion of correct responses to misleading questions to also increase, r = .20, p = .08.
But for younger children, there was virtually no relation between RES scores and
commission errors, ¥ = .02, p = .93, or correct responses, r = .01, p = .95.

Scale Reliabilities for Older and Younger Children

To examine whether there were age differences in children’s ability to use the
efficacy scale, we computed scale reliabilities and mean interitem correlations for the
RES separately for older and younger children. Scale reliabilities and mean interitem
correlations for older (o = .85, mean interitem r = .48) and younger children (o =
.82, mean interitem r = .42) were similar, as they were for the anxiety scale (for
older children, @ = .92, mean interitem r = .53; for younger children, @ = .87, mean
interitem r = .45). Thus, older and younger children appeared to be equally adept
at using the scales. This does not necessarily mean, however, that older and younger
children understood the meaning of the efficacy items in the same way (i.e., that the
scale had construct validity for both age groups). Rather, it means that older and
younger children understood that the scale items were similar and answered them
similarly.

Intercorrelations Among the RES and Anxiety Scale for Older
and Younger Children

The RES was not significantly correlated with the anxiety scale for older, r =
—.17, p = .24, or younger children, r = —.19, p = .32. This indicates that the RES
measured a construct discrete from anxiety.

Test of the Proposed Model for Older Children

We tested the mediational model separately for older and younger children for
the proportion of correct responses and commission errors in response to misleading
questions. As we suspected, our model did not hold for the younger children. For
older children, however, our predictions were partially supported.

Correct Responses

Asshownin Fig. 1(a), after anxiety scores were entered in the first block, R?adj =
.00, F(1,50) = 1.09, p = .30, interviewer support was not a significant predictor of
older children’s correct responses, B = 0.22, t(49) = 1.53, p = .13, model F(2,49) =
1.73, p=.19, AR> = .05, AF =2.35, p = .13. However, an analysis examining ef-
fects of interviewer support and support reserves on RES scores revealed that
after anxiety scores were entered in the first block, R’adj = .01, model F(1, 50) =
1.44, p = .24, interviewer support was a significant predictor of older children’s
RESscores, B = 0.30, (48) = 2.09, p < .05, butsupportreserves were not, B = 0.08,
t(47) = 0.57, p = .57, model F(3,48) =2.06, p= .12, AR* = .09, AF =233, p =
.11. As predicted, children in the supportive interview condition rated themselves
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Fig.1. (a) Effect of interviewer support on the proportion of correct responses to misleading
questions for older children only (N = 52). (b) Test of model on the proportion of correct
responses to misleading questions for older children only (N = 52).

as higher in Resistance Efficacy (M = 3.12) than did those in the nonsupportive
condition, M = 2.58. The interviewer support x support reserves interaction term,
which was entered in the third block, was not a significant predictor of RES
scores, B =0.12, 1(47) = 0.53, p = .60, model F(4,47) =1.59, p = .19, AR*> = .01,
AF =0.28, p = .60. Thus, interviewer support increased older children’s perceived
Resistance Efficacy, but support reserves did not moderate this effect.

Finally, we examined effects of both interviewer support and RES scores on
correct responses in the same analysis, after anxiety scores were entered in the
first block, R’ adj = .00, F(1, 50) = 1.09, p = .30. As shown in Fig. 1(b), neither RES
scores, B =0.22,1(48) = 1.61, p = .11, nor interviewer support, B = 0.16, t(48) =
1.04, p = .30, model F(3,48) =1.99, p = .13, AR’ = .09, AF =2.41, p = .10, app-
roached significance as predictors of correct responses. Thus, Resistance Efficacy
did not significantly mediate the effect of interviewer support, but in light of our
relatively small sample size, it is worth noting that the B values were in the predicted
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Fig.2. (a) Effect of interviewer support on the proportion of commission errors to misleading
questions for older children only (N = 52). (b) Test of model on the proportion of commission
errors to misleading questions for older children only (N = 52).

direction, and, importantly, when interviewer support and RES scores were included
in the same analysis, the effect of interviewer support on correct responses dropped
(from B = 0.22 to B = 0.16).

Commission Errors

Next, we tested the model on the proportion of commission errors older children
made to misleading questions. As shown in Fig. 2(a), after anxiety scores were entered
in the first block, R?adj = —.02, model F(1, 50) = 0.10, p = .76, interviewer support
was a significant predictor of older children’s commission errors, B = —0.33, #(49) =
—2.34, p < .05, model F(2,49) =2.79, p= .07, AR> = .10, AF =5.47, p = .02. As
shown in Fig. 2(b), and as reported above, interviewer support was a significant
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predictor of children’s RES scores; however, support reserves did not moderate the
effect of interviewer support on RES scores.

Finally, as illustrated in Fig. 2(b), we examined the effects of both interviewer
support and RES scores on commission errors in the same analysis, after anxiety
scores were entered in the first block, R?adj = —.02, model F(1, 50) = 0.10, p = .76.
RES scores were a marginally significant predictor of misleading commission errors,
B = —-0.26,1(48) = —1.83, p = .07. Children with the highest RES scores made the
fewest commission errors. Of most importance, with the inclusion of RES scores in
the analysis, the effect of interviewer support on commission errors became nonsig-
nificant, B = —0.26, t(48) = —1.77, p = .08, model F(3,48) =3.07, p < .05, AR* =
.16, AF =4.55, p < .05, indicating that older children’s perceived Resistance Effi-
cacy mediated the effect of interviewer support on their resistance to misleading
questions.

The Relation of Resistance Efficacy to Other Dependent Variables

We predicted that children’s Resistance Efficacy would be related only to their
resistance to misleading questions and not to other, less suggestive, types of ques-
tions. To test this prediction, we computed correlations between the RES and all in-
terview responses (for the full sample and for older and younger children separately).
As predicted, RES scores and the proportion of commission errors older children
made to misleading questions were significantly negatively correlated. Unexpectedly,
however, older children’s Resistance Efficacy was negatively correlated with their
commission errors to specific questions, r = —.35, p < .05, and younger children’s
Resistance Efficacy was negatively correlated to their don’t know responses to spe-
cific questions, r = —.40, p < .05. Because there was no direct effect of interviewer
support on children’s responses to specific questions, however, Resistance Efficacy
did not mediate effects of interviewer support on children’s responses to specific
questions. Resistance Efficacy was not significantly related to any other dependent
variables.

Effects Associated With Anxiety

To examine the effect of interviewer support on children’s anxiety, we conducted
a hierarchical multiple regression analysis with interviewer identity entered in the
first block as a covariate, R?adj = .00, model F(1,79) = 0.63, p = .43. Children in
the nonsupportive condition, M = 1.60, rated themselves as more anxious during the
interview than did those in the supportive condition, M = 1.40, B = —0.23,¢(78) =
—2.16, p < .05, model F(2,78) =2.67, p= .08, AR> = .06, AF = 4.68, p < .05.

Correlations between anxiety scores and interview responses revealed that anx-
iety was related to younger children’s free recall but not to older children’s free
recall nor to any other measure of younger or older children’s accuracy. Specifically,
the more anxious younger children were, the fewer correct (r = —.42, p < .05) and
the more incorrect (r = .42, p < .05) information they reported. Thus, interviewer
support reduced children’s anxiety during the interview, and for younger children,
anxiety was associated with decreased free recall accuracy.
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Finally, because we predicted that Resistance Efficacy would be the only medi-
ator of the effect of interviewer support on resistance to misleading questions, we
conducted separate analyses to test the model replacing RES scores with anxiety
scores. Anxiety did not mediate the effect of interviewer support on children’s resis-
tance to misleading questions.

Children’s Accuracy on Abuse-Related Questions

Because of the forensic relevance of children’s performance on the abuse-related
questions, children’s accuracy in response to abuse-related and non-abuse-related in-
terview questions (collapsing across the specific/misleading designations) was exam-
ined with separate series of 2 (interview condition: supportive or nonsupportive) x
2 (support reserves: high or low) MANOVAs. Four separate MANOVAs were per-
formed on each of the following dependent variables: mean proportion of correct
responses, omission errors, commission errors, and don’t know responses to abuse-
related and nonabuse questions. That is, a 2 (interview condition) x 2 (support re-
serves) MANOVA was performed on the mean proportion of correct responses
to abuse-related and nonabuse interview questions; a second MANOVA was per-
formed on the mean proportion of omission errors in response to abuse-related and
nonabuse interview questions, and so on.

As shown in Table 3, there was a significant multivariate main effect of in-
terviewer support on commission errors, multivariate F(2,76) = 4.82, p < .01, > =
.11. Univariate tests revealed that this effect held only for nonabuse questions. Com-
pared to children in the supportive condition (M = 0.06), children in the nonsupport-
ive condition (M = 0.11) made significantly more errors of commission to nonabuse

Table 3. Mean Proportions of Correct, Incorrect, and Don’t Know Responses to Abuse-Related and
Nonabuse Questions as a Function of Interviewer Support and Support Reserves

Interviewer support condition

Supportive Nonsupportive
Low High Low High

Response type reserves reserves M reserves reserves M
Correct responses

Abuse-related 0.81 (0.05) 0.78 (0.09) 0.79 (0.08) 0.78 (0.08) 0.79 (0.08) 0.78 (0.08)

Nonabuse 0.75 (0.06) 0.75(0.09) 0.75(0.08) 0.71(0.09) 0.72(0.11) 0.72 (0.10)
Onmission errors

Abuse-related 0.18 (0.05) 0.18 (0.06) 0.18 (0.06) 0.20(0.05) 0.16 (0.07) 0.18 (0.07)

Nonabuse 0.13 (0.06) 0.11(0.05) 0.12(0.05) 0.10(0.05) 0.11(0.06) 0.11 (0.05)
Commission errors?

Abuse-related 0.00 (0.00) 0.04 (0.08) 0.02 (0.06) 0.02(0.05) 0.02(0.06) 0.02(0.06)

Nonabuse? 0.05 (0.06) 0.07 (0.08) 0.06 (0.07) 0.13(0.09) 0.09 (0.06) 0.11 (0.08)
Don’t know responses

Abuse-related 0.01 (0.03) 0.01(0.02) 0.01(0.02) 0.01(0.04) 0.02(0.08) 0.02(0.06)

Nonabuse 0.06 (0.05) 0.07 (0.08) 0.06 (0.07) 0.05(0.05) 0.08(0.08) 0.06(0.07)

Note. Standard deviations are in parentheses.
“Significant multivariate main effect of interviewer support, F(2,76) = 4.82, p < .01.
bSignificant univariate main effect of interviewer support, F(1,77) = 8.59, p < .01.
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questions, F(1,77) = 8.59, p < .01. Interviewer support did not affect commission
errors to abuse questions, univariate F(1,77) = 0.01, p = .93.

There were no significant main effects of interviewer support on correct re-
sponses, multivariate F(2, 76) = 1.66, p = .20, n*> = .04; univariate Fs(1, 77) < 3.23,
ps > .08, omission errors, multivariate F(2,76) = 0.86, p = .43, n> = .02; univariate
Fs(1,77) < 1.57, ps > .21, or don’t know responses, multivariate F(2,76) = 0.70,
p = .50, n> = .02; univariate Fs(1,77) < 1.30, ps > .26. Thus, as Carter et al. (1996)
found, interviewer support did not affect children’s ability to answer abuse-relevant
questions.

There were also no significant main effects of support reserves on correct re-
sponses, multivariate F(2,76) = 0.21, p = .81, n*> = .01; univariate Fs(1,77) < 0.37,
ps > .54, commission errors, multivariate F(2, 76) = 2.94, p = .10, n*> = .06; univari-
ate Fs(1,77) < 2.86, ps > .10, omission errors, multivariate F (2, 76) = 0.63, p = .54,
n? = .02; univariate Fs(1,77) < 1.28, ps > .26, or don’t know responses, multivari-
ate F(2,76) = 0.62, p = .60, n> = .01; univariate Fs(1,77) < 1.03, ps > .31. Finally,
there were no significant interviewer support X support reserves interactions
for correct responses, multivariate F(2,76) = 0.93, p = .40, n> = .02; univariate
Fs(1,77) < 1.88, ps > .18, commission errors, multivariate F(2,76) =1.77, p =
18, n? = .05; univariate Fs(1,77) < 3.21, ps > .08, omission errors, multivariate
F(2,76) = 1.84, p = .17, »*> = .05; univariate Fs(1,77) < 1.37, ps > .24, or don’t
know responses, multivariate F(2,76) =0.27, p=.76, n*>=.07; univariate
Fs(1,77) < 0.38, ps > .54.

The errors children made in response to abuse questions are worth closer exam-
ination. In most cases, children failed to report that the babysitter had touched them
on the shoulder, arm, and hand. One child also failed to correctly report that the la-
dybug puppet bit another puppet on the behind during the play session puppet show.
A small number of children made commission errors in response to abuse questions:
Seven children agreed that the ladybug puppet bit them on their (the children’s)
behind, two agreed that the babysitter kissed them, three agreed that the babysitter
hugged them, and two agreed that the babysitter took a picture of them with their
shirt off. Children were debriefed and told that such events did not occur.

DISCUSSION

Consistent with prior research (Carter et al., 1996; Goodman et al., 1991) and
with developmental theories that stress the importance of environmental support
on children’s cognitive performance (e.g., Fischer, 1980; Vygotsky, 1934/1978), in-
terviewer support given during a mock forensic interview improved children’s re-
sistance to misleading information after no delay. These results dispute concerns
that so-called “child-friendly” interviewing tactics will lead children to fabricate
details or entire allegations to please socially supportive interviewers. Our results
suggest that forensic interviewers can help guard against false reports by acting in a
supportive, nonintimidating manner. Of course, avoidance of misleading questions is
also advised, but because children’s responses to open-ended and specific questions
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are often brief, and because forensic interviewers do not know what really happened
during target events, it would be impossible for interviewers to avoid all detailed,
even pointed questions.

Mediators of Interviewer-Provided Social Support
Resistance Efficacy

Emotional support from an interviewer led the older children in our study to
have higher Resistance Efficacy, and in turn, they made fewer commission errors
to misleading questions. Theoretically, these results are important because they
support the basic tenets of self-efficacy theory—that perceptions of efficacy are
altered by the social context and that efficacy predicts behavior (Bandura, 1997).
Thus, for the first time, we measured children’s appraisals of their interview-related
self-efficacy, and we found that Resistance Efficacy accounted for unique variance
in older children’s responses to misleading questions when anxiety was statistically
controlled.

Even so, for several important reasons, our results must be considered prelimi-
nary and in need of replication before we gain a complete understanding of the under-
lying mechanisms responsible for the positive effects of social support. For example,
although statistically significant, our effect sizes were relatively small. In addition, the
predicted mediating function of Resistance Efficacy was detected for only the older
children in our sample, not the full sample, something we did not expect. Although
there are good theoretical reasons for testing our predictions on the two age groups
in our sample separately, this procedure also led us to conduct a relatively large num-
ber of statistical analyses, and it is possible that our significant results emerged by
chance. Interviewer support was unrelated to younger children’s Resistance Efficacy,
even though younger and older children were aided by interviewer support and even
though there were adequate scale reliabilities for both age groups. More research
is needed to understand whether we failed to measure younger children’s feelings
of Resistance Efficacy accurately, or whether there are other psychological mecha-
nisms underlying the effect of interviewer support on younger children’s resistance
to misleading questions. We believe that our failure to find stronger relations is a
measurement issue, given the great difficulty of measuring complex psychological
constructs in young children, the compelling way in which research and theory point
to the construct of Resistance Efficacy as the mediator, and the fact that we ruled
out the most plausible alternative mediators (anxiety, memory efficacy, degree of
liking for the interviewer). Finally, caution is warranted given the way in which we
measured self-efficacy. Although it was sensible to measure self-efficacy after the
children’s interview in this preliminary test of the model, future studies should test
the mediation in the more standard manner, by measuring Resistance Efficacy both
before and after the support intervention. This would rule out the possibility that,
when given a measure of Resistance Efficacy after the interview, a child might think
back to how he or she actually responded to questions and use that information to
estimate Resistance Efficacy.
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Two unexpected findings require explanation. Specifically, we predicted that
Resistance Efficacy would be related to misleading questions only. Generally, this
was true: In the full sample of children, Resistance Efficacy was unrelated to chil-
dren’s free-recall responses and to the proportion of correct responses, omission
errors, and don’t know responses to specific questions. Resistance Efficacy led to
fewer don’t know responses for younger children, however. This may be an unreli-
able finding, given the overall low number of don’t know responses and the relatively
small subsample. Resistance Efficacy also led to fewer commission errors to specific
questions in the full sample, perhaps because specific questions are slightly leading
in and of themselves. Specific and misleading questions differ along a continuum
of suggestibility, ranging from the least leading (specific) questions to the most co-
ercive (misleading) questions. The specific questions we used may have been more
suggestive than intended (i.e., more like misleading questions), accounting for the
significant correlation between specific questions and Resistance Efficacy. More re-
search examining the relation between Resistance Efficacy and children’s responses
to questions along the entire continuum of suggestibility is needed to determine how
coercive interview questions have to be for perceived Resistance Efficacy to predict
accuracy in response to them.

Our results have interesting applied implications. Results demonstrating the
importance of perceived Resistance Efficacy on interview accuracy suggest that some
version of the RES or of its general principles might be a useful tool for front-line
forensic interviewers. For example, interviewers could administer questions similar
to the RES items to assess, and perhaps increase, older children’s ability to tell an
interviewer when he or she is wrong about something (e.g., “If I said that something
happened, but you know it didn’t happen, how easy or hard would it be for you to
tell me that I'm wrong about that? It’s OK for you to tell me if I'm wrong about
something.”). Developing such a practical intervention is a worthwhile future goal.
Our research is a first step toward that goal.

Children’s Anxiety

For the first time, we found that interviewer support increased children’s well-
being by decreasing their anxiety during a mock forensic interview. This important
finding gives yet another reason why children should always be interviewed un-
der socially supportive conditions. Even so, in the full sample, anxiety was not in
turn associated with children’s report accuracy and did not mediate the effect of
interviewer support on resistance to suggestion as theorized by previous researchers
(Carter et al., 1996; Greenstock & Pipe, 1996, 1997). For younger children, however,
anxiety was associated with decreased free recall accuracy, although interviewer sup-
port was not. Even though we found no evidence that anxiety mediates effects of
support, it would be premature to rule out the possibility that anxiety may be a
mediator under some circumstances. In particular, we may not have tested the me-
diation of anxiety very effectively, because it is doubtful that our child participants
were terribly anxious in the first place, given the ethical constraints of our research
paradigm.
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Effects of Individual Differences on Children’s Report Accuracy

We predicted that children who were low in support reserves would be more
sensitive to interviewer support than those who were high in support reserves. Our
hypotheses were largely unsupported. In fact, the only support for this emerged from
analyses of commission errors in response to specific questions, contrasting Sarason
and Sarason’s findings (Sarason & Sarason, 1986) with adult participants. In line
with our predictions, children low in support reserves made more commission errors
to specific questions when they had a nonsupportive, as compared to supportive,
interviewer. Interviewer support did not affect the accuracy of children who were
already highinsupportreserves. Itis unclear why this interaction emerged for specific,
but not misleading questions.

It is possible that our parent-report measure of children’s support reserves may
not have adequately reflected children’s perceived support reserves. That is, if chil-
dren are dissatisfied with the amount and type of social support they receive from
their parents and other family members, their parents may not know it. Further,
social desirability concerns may have motivated parents to report that their children
perceive high amounts of social support in their family. In research currently under-
way, we are using a child-report measure (Harter, 1985) to further test the effects of
children’s perceived support reserves on their interview accuracy and Resistance Effi-
cacy. We are also exploring possible interactions between other individual differences
and interviewer support. For example, given that abused children—many of the very
children who undergo forensic interviews—often suffer from low self-esteem and
general withdrawal (e.g., Kaufman & Cicchetti, 1989), we are investigating whether
temperamentally shy children or those with low self-esteem benefit more than others
from social support.

Generalizability to Forensic Interview Situations

We achieved a great deal of experimental realism in our study. We examined
children’s reports about real-life, engaging events as opposed to memory for stories,
slides, or videotapes as used in other work (e.g., Cassel, Roebers, & Bjorklund,
1996; Ricci et al., 1996). We also used forensically relevant questioning techniques.
Despite these strengths, however, there are several points that should be weighed in
considering the generalizability of our data to real-world forensic interviews. First,
participants in our study were, for the most part, White, middle-class children. Al-
though Goodman et al. (1991) did not find racial differences in their social support
research with Hispanic, White, and African American children, our results should
be replicated in studies including children of diverse ethnic and socioeconomic back-
grounds. Second, the interview questions we used were less leading than those used
in some investigations and no doubt more leading than in others. Third, there may be
limits to the positive effects of interviewer support. We demonstrated that support
given without regard to children’s accuracy improved their reports. Support used as
a positive reinforcer for incorrect answers may have detrimental effects on children’s
accuracy (Garven, Wood, Malpass, & Shaw, 1998).
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Fourth, as did Carter et al. (1996), we must characterize our results as tenta-
tive without replication “under conditions that are sometimes encountered in actual
abuse cases . .. multiple interviews or long delays” (p. 351). The advent of organized,
interdisciplinary responses to child abuse allegations (like those coordinated at chil-
dren’s advocacy centers; Sorenson, Bottoms, & Perona, 1997) has reduced the num-
ber of interviews children undergo and the delay 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, suspected 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 multiple exposures to socially supportive interviews be ben-
eficial or have detrimental effects? What is the impact of interviewer support after a
significant delay?

Goodman et al. (1991) conducted the only known examination of repeated ex-
posure to interviewer support. Children in that study received either one or two
interviews (which were either both supportive or both neutral). Support effects were
sporadic across the two interviews, and there were no interviewer support x number
of interview interactions (which would indicate either a positive or negative effect of
repeated exposure to support). The effects of interviewer support over the course of
more interviews is not known. Although critics and courts (e.g., State v. Michaels,
1993) have voiced concern that multiple supportive interviews will increase sug-
gestibility, psychological research and theory we have reviewed suggest that posi-
tive effects across multiple interviews would be expected, perhaps even an additive
effect as repeated exposure to a supportive interviewer builds a child’s Resistance
Efficacy.

Regarding the variable of delay, interviewer support would probably have its
strongest effect after a significant delay, when children doubt their own memory. In
fact, Goodman et al. (1991) found the strongest effects of interviewer support after
a 4-week delay as compared to a 2-week delay. Our research was a first step toward
understanding the psychological reasons for the effects of interviewer support, which
is why we interviewed children after no delay. We are currently investigating the
effects of interviewer support over a longer delay.

CONCLUSION

We (a) replicated prior research demonstrating positive effects of interviewer
support on children’s resistance to misleading interview questions, (b) found prelim-
inary evidence that for older children, the effect of interviewer support on children’s
reports may be mediated by feelings of Resistance Efficacy, and (c) demonstrated
that lack of emotional support from an interviewer increases children’s anxiety dur-
ing forensic interviews. As such, we have made significant contributions to both
psychological theory and to the body of research investigating the practical issue of
children’s eyewitness accuracy. Researchers should continue to address social sup-
port, a variable that is of significant theoretical interest to psychology, but also of
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applied importance because it is an easily implemented intervention that may have
measurable effects on the accuracy and well-being of child witnesses.

APPENDIX A: RESISTANCE EFFICACY SCALE

Response format: These figures are shown to child for all practice and RES items:

REALLY sort of sort of REALLY
EASY! easy. hard. HARD!

Practice Item I: There are some things we think are easy to do, and some things we
think are hard to do. Tell me how easy or hard you think it would be for you to jump
all the way up to the ceiling. Will it be:

— REALLY EASY for you to jump this high?
_ SORT OF EASY for you to jump this high?
_ SORT OF HARD for you to jump this high? or
— REALLY HARD to for you to jump this high?

Practice Item 2: You’re doing great. Now tell me how easy or hard you think it would
be for you to jump this high—just above your ankle, right here. (Same answer choices
as above are given.)

(Correctional feedback is given until child answers both practice items correctly.)

Rich is coming back in a few minutes to ask you more questions. Before he comes
back, I want to ask you some questions about Aim. I want to know what you think
you’ll do when he asks you more questions. There are no right or wrong answers, and
he won’t get into trouble. I just want to know how you feel.

1. When you talk to Rich again, what if he’s wrong about something that hap-
pened, and you know he’s wrong?

2. When you talk to Rich again, what if he’s all mixed up about what happened?

3. If Rich tries to make you to say that something happened and you know it
didn’t happen.

4. Did the babysitter kiss you when you were in the dinosaur room?!° [let child
answer] What if Rich tells you that the babysitter kissed you when you were
in the dinosaur room?

5. Did you break the Barbie doll in the dinosaur room?' [let child answer]
What if Rich tells you that you broke the Barbie doll?

6. Did you eat lunch in the dinosaur room? [let child answer] What if Rich tries
to make you say you ate lunch in the dinosaur room?

10 All children answered these question correctly.
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Note. Allitems except #2 are followed by these verbal response options and the boxes
pictured above:

(4) —_Will it be REALLY EASY for you to tell him he’s wrong?

(3) —_Will it be SORT OF EASY for you to tell him he’s wrong?

(2) —_Will it be SORT OF HARD for you to tell him he’s wrong? or
(1) _Will it be REALLY HARD for you to tell him he’s wrong?

Item 2 response options are similar, except that “. . . to tell him he’s wrong” is replaced
with “... to tell him he’s all mixed up.”

APPENDIX B: MOCK FORENSIC INTERVIEW

Free recall question:

I need to ask you some questions about what happened when you were in the
dinosaur room a few minutes ago. Remember when you were in the dinosaur
room just a few minutes ago? I'm the babysitter’s boss, and I want to make sure
she’s doing a good job. I want you to answer all my questions by telling me the
truth, ok? I wasn’t there so I don’t know what happened. You’re the only person
who knows the answers. Tell me everything that happened when you were in the
dinosaur room with the babysitter—everything you can remember. Prompt: What
else happened when you were in the dinosaur room? I need to know everything
that happened.

Detailed questions:

1.

N

Did you sing songs with the babysitter?!!
What color were the babysitter’s shoes?!!

(no)

(varied)

3. There wasn’t a vacuum cleaner in the dinosaur (yes, there was)
room, was there?'%13

4. Did she touch a Barbie doll?!! (yes)

5. Was there a picture of puppies on the wall?!! (no)

6. You didn’t touch the treasure basket, did you?'>!3  (yes, I did)

7. Rosalie kissed you, right?!>14 (no)

8. Did the ladybug puppet bite the bunny puppet on  (yes)

the behind?11-14

9. Rosalie was wearing a green shirt, wasn’t she?'>!>  (no, she wasn’t)
10. Did you color with crayons?!! (no)
11. You didn’t keep your pants on, did you?'>1314 (yes, I did)
12. Did you put the firefly puppet on?!! (no)

HSpecific question.

2Misleading question.

3Because children’s responses to these misleading questions may have been ambiguous, a follow-up
clarification question was asked (e.g., “Do you mean that there was a vacuum cleaner in there, or that
there was not one in there?”).

14 Abuse-related question.
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13.

14.

15.
16.

17.
18.

19.
20.
21.

22.
23.

24.
25.
26.

27.
28.
29.
30.
31.
32.

33.
34.

All the other kids told me they saw a purple
dinosaur puppet in there. You saw it too, didn’t
you?!2.13

While you were in the dinosaur room, a man came
in and broke the Barbie doll, right?!2

Were there any boxes in the dinosaur room
About how long ago was it when you played

with Rosalie?!!

How many puppets were there?!!

There weren’t any curtains in the dinosaur room,
were there?%13

Rosalie didn’t break a Barbie doll, did she?!%13
Did Rosalie tell you to sit still?!!

There was a pencil sharpener in the dinosaur room,
right?!2

Can you tell me one puppet that you put on
The ladybug bit you on your behind, didn’t
she?12.13.14

Weren't there three balloons in there?!?
What color was Rosalie’s hair?!!

Did she take a picture of you with your shirt
Off?11,14

There wasn’t a plant in the dinosaur room, was
there?1%:13

Did Rosalie hug you?!H14

What color was the robe you put on
She didn’t touch you on your shoulder, did
she?12.13.14

She didn’t touch you anywhere other than your
shoulder, did she?1%13.14

Rosalie asked you to draw a picture, right
Did Rosalie keep her clothes on?'1:14

Did Rosalie touch a picture of a panda bear?!!

9ll

911

912

912

Davis and Bottoms

(no, I didn’t)

(no)

(ves)
(a few minutes ago)

(four)
(yes, there were)

(yes, she did)

(yes)
(no)

(bunny or fox)
(no, she didn’t)

(no)
(brown/black)

(no)

(yes, there was)

(no)
(I didn’t put one on)
(yes, she did)

(yes, she did)
(no)

(ves)
(yes)

Note. Rosalie refers to the name of the babysitter. Correct responses are noted
parenthetically.
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