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56Tell Me About the Tirne Whert...t':
Nine golden rules for interviewing
a child about a rnultiple offence.
By Dr Martine Powell, School of Psychology Deakin

LIniversity and Sergeant Lisa McMeeken,

Children are required to testifii in
many trials that involve acts of sexual

abuse that occurred on more than one

occasion. In normal legal proceedings,

for an alleged offender to be charged

and convicted in relation to a repeated

offence, a specific occurrence or
specific occurrences of the event must

be identified with reasonable precision

with reference to time and place

(see S v R). Remembering a specific

occurrence of a repeated offence (as

distinct from other occurrences) is a

diffrcult task for any witness, especially

after a delay in time. One diffrculty is
recalling the date of a particular
occurrence of an alleged offence.

Flowever, even when a particular
occurrence can be unambiguously

matched to a particular time, the

witness may still experience difhculty
in remembering the details relating to
that specific occurrence ofthe offence.

Difhculties in identifying and remem-

bering specific occurrences of a
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repeated offence are especially pro-

found for child witnesses whose

knowledge and understanding of time

is not as well developed as that of
adults (Bradley, 1947). It is therefore

important for officers to be aware of
techniques that may maximise the

accuracy of children's reports when

remembering time of alleged offences.

This article offers a brief review of
research findings related to this issue

and outlines nine recommendations for

conducting investigatory interviews

with children about a repeated offence.

It is important to note that although

this article focuses specifically on

techniques for interviewing children,

many of the principles and recommen-

dations also apply to adults, particu-

larly those with language or intellectual

diffrculties.

effects on children's recall. Overall, the

effects have generally been consistent

with research involving adults. After
experiencing multiple occurrences of
an event, children tend to report more

details that are common to many

occurrences of an event compared to

children who experienced a single

event (Farrar & Goodman, 1992;

Powell & Thomson, 1996). Flowever,

repeated experience reduces children's

ability to remember specific details of
particular occurrences and decreases

the consistency of their responses

across repeated questioning (Powell &
Thomson, 1996; Powell & Thomson,

1997b). In other words, children who

have been assaulted on multiple
occasions by the same offender (even

children as young as three years ofage)

may be able to report about "what
usually happened", even after a lengthy

delay. However they are likely to

have more difficulty remembering

contextual features specific to one

occurrence of the offence. Examples of
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contextual features include when and

where an incident occurred, what

clothing was worn, what an alleged

perpetrator did and said during the

specific incident and where other

members of the family were.

The majority of errors children make,

when they are asked to remember an

occurrence of an event, are intrusions

of details from other occurrences.

These errors are especially evident

among younger children compared to

older children and they increase over

time (Powell & Thomson, I997a).

While a decline in performance over

time is found in all areas of memory

research, it is especially robust in tasks

that require a child to remember which

details were included in a particular

occurrence ofan event. This is because

memory for a specific occurrence

requires both memory for temporal-

source information (i.e., the time at

which the event occurred) as well as

memory for details that occurred

(content information). \Øhile both

memory components decline over

time, temporal-source information

appears to be forgotten more rapidly

than content information (Powell &

Thomson, 1997a).

The more similar the occurrences, and

the longer the time delay the more

difficult it may be for the child to
discriminate between occurrences

(Lindsa¡ Johnson & Kwon, 1991).

When details are forgotten, the

potential for contamination from the

interviewer is likely to increase (Ceci &

Bruck, 1993). Flowever, details

provided in an initial spontaneous free-

narrative are known to be more accurate

than information provided after
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questioning has taken place (Dent &
Stephenson, 1979). Higher error rates

are associated rvith direct or specific

questions (e.g., "SØhat colour was his

hair?") compared to more general probes

that do not speci8/ what information is

required (i.e., "Tèll me about the time it
happened in the bathroom?") (Ceci,

Ross, & Toglia, 1987).

1. Interview the child as soon as

possible after the event in
question has taken place.

In order to maximise the accuracy of

specific details recalled by the child

about an occurrence of a multiple

offence, the child's statement should

be recorded as soon as possible after it
is established that an offence may have

occurred. While it may be important to

talk to the notifier and to conduct other

avenues of inquiry, a recorded

interview with the child should be

regarded as a major priority. If the

child is to give further evidence after a

long delay, he/she should be provided

with the opportunity to review the

earlier recorded statements.

2. Minimise the arnount of sugges-

tive or leading questioning prior
to videotaping the witness'
forrnal statement.

Attempts should be made to minimise

the amount of questioning, prior to
videotaping the witness' formal

statement. In other words, parents,

teachers or other persons known to the

child should be discouraged from

talking about the offence with, or in
ear-shot of, the child. This does not

mean that the child should not be able

to volunteer information to the

caregiver. Rather, potential contamina-

tion from direct, leading or suggestive

questioning should be avoided. Indeed,

the content of prior discussions

between the child and persons known

to the child, the contextual details

surrounding prior discussions (i.e.,

what was said, who said it, and how it
was elicited) and the ability of the

person to accurately record such

discussions is likely to be a concern of

the court (Ceci & Bruck, 1995).

3. Conduct an initial assessrnent of
the child's ability to locate

events in tirne.

It may be helpful to elicit from the

caregiver the time and place of a

significant event that was independent

of, but occurred aro.und the same time

as, the alleged incident(s) of abuse

(i.e., a birthday party or school

outing). The interviewer can then

question the child about this non-

abusive experience during the rapport

building stage of the intervielv to
determine the amount and quality of
detail that the child can provide and

his/her knowledge of time-related

concepts (Yuille, Flunter, Joffe &
Zaparniuk, 1993). Interviewers may be

surprised to learn that the child may

not fully understand common terms

such as "yesterday" and "tomorrow"
and days of the week, even though the

child used such words spontaneously

in his/her accounts.

4. Elicit a free-narrative about the
occurrence prior to specific
questioning.

It is recommended that the initial

interview be commenced by asking the

child "Do you know why you're here
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today?" or "Do you know why the
police have come to speak with you

today?" It is likely that the child will
immediately disclose an incident,
without the need for more specific

lead-in questioning. If the child says ,,I

don't know", then the interviewer
should try to explain his/her role
without disclosing the specif,rc offence

or offender under investigation.

If the child refers to a specific incident
in time, he/she should be instrucred to
tell the inrerviewer everything he/she

can remember about that from the very
beginning, even rhings that he/she may
not think are important. If a child
reports that a general pattern of abuse

has occurred, he/she should be able to
report "what usually happens", prior
to differentiating between multiple
offences. Regardless of whether the
child is recalling what ',usually
happens" or a specific occurrence of
the offence in time, it is important rhat
as much information as possible be

elicited in narrative format prior to any

specific questions. A free narrative can

be elicited using nonverbal encouragers
(e.g., gentle nodding of the head,
pauses) or non-specif,rc promptf (e.g.,

"uh-huh", "rùØhat happened then?",

"\ù(rhat else happened?", *Tell me more
about that?"). The interviewer's ability
to elicit a detailed and coherent
narrative from the child (using non-
leading questioning) is likely to be one
of the most important factors resting
on the case (McGough, 1994).

5. Minirnise the number of highly
specifrc questions.

An investigative interviewer needs to
balance the demand for an accurate

and uncontaminated account with the

need ro follow leads in obtaining

evidence that may corroborate the

child's statement. \(rhile requests for
highly specific information should be

minimised as much as possible

throughout the interview (particularly

with children five years of age and

below), the demands of this task may

be reduced by offering the child
options, "Did he touch you on the

inside or the outside of your clothes or

don't you remember?" Further, the

child should be informed early in the

interview that "don't know" is an

acceptable response and that the

interviewer has no knowledge of what

happened with the alleged offender.

6. Exhaust all features of one
occasion before rnoving onto the
next.

A common error made by witnesses

who are required to remember an

occurrence of a repeated event is the

intrusion of details from non-critical
occurrences into recall of the critical
occurrence (Farrar & Goodman , L992;
Hudson, 1990; Powell & Thomson,
1996). These sorrs of errors are likely
to be minimised if the child is allowed
to fully report about one part of the

incident or one full incident before

moving onto the next. In addition, the

interviewer should generate a unique
label (using the child's own words) that
allows each separate occurrence to be

identified. Examples of labels include

"The time in the bedroom", "The time
that Shannon slept over too", ,,The

ftrst time", "The time when you

watched the movie". The child should
be offered frequent reminders about
which incident is being reported (e,g.,

"The time in the bathroom you said he

followed you in, what happened
then?", "Did anything else happen the

time that Shannon slept over?"). If new
information is provided by the child, it
would be useful to check whether the

child is still referring ro rhe alleged
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occurrence of the offence. For

example, the interviewer may ask,

"Before you told me that he gave you a

funny elephant toy. \ùØere you still

talking about the weekend with Uncle

Joe?") Such issues can be clarified after

the free narrative is exhausted.

7. Focus the intervie\il on the most
salient occurrences ofthe event.

The hrst and last occurrences are likely

to be more easily distinguished

compared with other occurrences in

the series (Berch, 1978; Dewing &
Kennealy, 1974; Powell & Thomson,

1997a). Further, salient or "unusual"

occurrences are likely to be

remembered more easily than details of

a typical occurrence and they may be

identified by asking the child whether

the offence ever happened in a

different place or manner (Yuille et al.,

1993). As indicated earlier, it is

important to generate a unique label

for each occurrence and to refer to this

label frequently throughout the

interview.

8. Avoid adult tirne references.

\X/hile it is not necessary to specify a

particular date of an alleged offence, it
is important to narrow down the time

period as much as possible. Until late

childhood, children hnd it diffrcult to

answer "how long ago" and "how

many" type questions even when the

incidents in question were recent,

salient, and occurred only a few times

(Friedman, 1991; Powell & Thomson,

1996). Children under the age of seven

years may not understand the use of

words such as "before" or "after",

"always", "sometimes" even though

they may use these words in their

proper context (see \Øalker, 1993)'
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interaiew from another room.

The accuracy of the child's responses

about time references can be facilitated

in several ways. First, the child should

be encouraged to anchor the

occurrence(s) around specific events

in the child's life (i.e., "was it
before or after Christmas/Easter/your

birthday?", "was it a school day or a

home day?", "were you in Mrs Brown's

class or a different class?", "were you

living at your new house or your old

house?" The latter three examples are

likely to be more effective than the first

example because they rely solely on

contextual cues rather than temporal

terms (such as "before" and "after").

Children between four and eight years

of age can usually localise an event by

time of day (morning, afternoon,

bedtime) while older children (i.e., six

to eight year olds) can use longer time

scales such as days ofweek and seasons

(Friedman, 1991). If forced choice

options are offered to the child (i.e.,

was it morning, afternoon, or night),

the child should be asked to clarifi'

his/her response (i.e., "how do you

know?" or "what makes you say that").

This may help the interviewer to

determine whether the child had

merely selected a response to please the

interviewer.

9. Provide the opportunity for
further coritact if more details

are rernembered.

Research indicates that a witness is

unlikely to remember all information

associated with the event in a single

interview (Powell & Thomson, 1997b).

It is important, therefore, to assure the

child that he or she can attend another

interview if there is any further
information that can be reported.

Providing a business card is one way of
assuring the child that a genuine offer

is being made for further contact.
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CON CLU SI ON
As a final note, it is important for

investigative interviewers to keep in

mind that children have tremendous

strengths in recollecting their pasts.

FIowever, remembering a specific

occurrence of a multiple offence, is a

difflrcult task for child witnesses as well

as adults. Respect and understanding

for children's strengths and their

weaknesses when remembering

multiple offences will go a long way

toward maximising their abilities

during the investigation procedu... @
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