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Abstract

Although adverse effects of suggestive interviewing on children’s accuracy are well documented, 

it remains unclear as to whether these effects vary depending on the valence of and the actor 

implicated in suggestions. In this study, 124 3-8-year-olds participated in a classroom activity and 

were later questioned about positive and negative false details. The interviewer provided positive 

reinforcement when children acquiesced to suggestions and negative feedback when they did not. 

Following reinforcement or feedback, young children were comparably suggestible for positive 

and negative details. With age, resistance to suggestions about negative details emerged first, 

followed by resistance to suggestions about positive details. Across age, more negative feedback 

was required to induce acquiescence to negative than positive false details. Finally, children were 

less willing to acquiesce when they (versus the confederate) were implicated. Findings highlight 

the interactive effects of valence and children’s age on their eyewitness performance in suggestive 

contexts.
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During the past several decades, an impressive body of research has emerged concerning 

children’s memory, suggestibility, and propensity toward false reports. Among the most 

consistent findings, in addition to age-related improvements in accuracy, is the powerful 

effect of interviewers’ suggestions on children’s performance (Bruck & Ceci, 1999; Cassel, 

Roebers, & Bjorklund, 1996; Lamb, La Rooy, Malloy, & Katz, 2011; Poole & Lindsay, 
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1995). What remains less well documented, however, is how the content of those 

suggestions influences children’s errors.

We contend that both the valence of a falsely suggested act (i.e., whether the act could be 

construed as positive or negative) and whether the child or someone else is implicated in the 

act influence the likelihood of children’s acquiescence. Abuse experiences—or portions 

thereof—often involve negative acts most often perceived of as undesirable. Children, 

especially those who are young and who lack complex understanding of the dynamics of the 

abuse, may feel complicit in those acts (Anderson, Martin, Mullen, Romans, & Herbison, 

1993; Hazzard, Celano, Gould, Lawry, & Webb, 1995; Quas, Goodman, & Jones, 2003). 

Scientific research, however, has often focused on how interviewers’ suggestions about 

positive, desirable acts affect children’s acquiescence. As we describe here, there are both 

theoretical and empirical reasons to suspect that the valence of falsely suggested acts, as 

well as who is allegedly complicit in those acts, will directly influence how easily children 

of different ages can be led to acquiescence. We tested these possibilities in the present 

research. Before describing our study, we review relevant theory and research concerning 

interviewer suggestion, event valence, implicated actor, and children’s developmental level.

Interviewer suggestion

A contemporary development in the field of children’s eyewitness abilities involves the 

distinction between suggestive questions and suggestive context (e.g., Bruck & Ceci, 2004; 

Goodman & Quas, 2008). Suggestive questions can be detrimental because they often imply 

in their phrasing that events or portions thereof occurred when in fact they did not. Whereas 

at times even older children are susceptible to err in response to suggestive questions, 

younger children are more susceptible, especially in response to tag and presumptive 

questions (e.g., “You came in at night, didn’t you?” and “When he came in your room, was 

he mad?”; Cassel, Roebers, & Bjorklund, 1996; Lamb & Fauchier, 2001; Lyon, Malloy, 

Quas, & Talwar, 2008). In addition to the suggestiveness of questions, the context 

surrounding the interview itself can be quite influential in affecting children’s suggestibility. 

This context may include pre-interview statements made by the interviewer as well as his or 

her behaviors during the interview that convey what the interviewer wants to hear 

(Leichtman & Ceci, 1995; see also Goodman & Quas, 2008). This type of suggestive 

context can be heuristically labeled as interviewer bias.

Theoretically, the powerful effect of interviewer bias makes logical sense. Even young 

children understand basic conversational pragmatics. They understand that adults are 

sources of information and children should listen and learn from adults (Bjorklund et al., 

2000; Clément, Koenig, & Harris, 2004; see also Ceci & Bruck, 1993). Through verbal 

reinforcement, they can quickly adapt their responses (Salzinger, 1959). Finally, children 

recognize adults’ status as knowledgeable authority figures (Taylor, Cartwright, & Bowden, 

1991) and, without explicit instructions or guidance, may not question the accuracy of what 

adults say (Koenig & Harris, 2005), leading to children’s common willingness to agree with 

information provided by adults, including their suggestions (Ceci, Ross, & Toglia, 1987).
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In a series of studies, children’s propensity to err after being subjected to highly biased 

interviewers was demonstrated by Garven and colleagues (Billings et al., 2007; Garven, 

Wood, & Malpass, 2000; Garven, Wood, Malpass, & Shaw, 1998). In an initial 

investigation, the researchers reviewed transcripts from the highly publicized, controversial 

“McMartin preschool” sexual abuse case from the 1980s and identified interviewer 

behaviors that appeared to be most influential in creating a suggestive, biased context 

(Garven et al., 1998). These included telling children that their peers already disclosed, 

giving children praise/reinforcement for assenting to interviewer suggestions and negative 

feedback for disagreeing (“positive and negative consequences”), repeating questions 

children had already answered, and asking children to imagine or pretend that details 

occurred and then asking children to describe those details. The researchers then 

experimentally manipulated the use of these interviewer strategies in mock forensic 

interviews with children about a prior interaction with an adult and found adverse effects on 

children’s accuracy (Billings et al., 2007; Garven et al., 1998).

The most influential of the interviewer techniques appeared to be positive and negative 

consequences. Such is not surprising given the reinforcement and punishment properties of 

this strategy. The praise children received reinforced acquiescing, whereas the negative 

feedback children received served as punishment for not acquiescing. Both reinforcement 

and punishment are classic forms of operant conditioning well known for their effects on a 

wide range of behaviors across the lifespan (Tharp & Wetzel, 1969). Selective 

reinforcement may play a crucial role in creating a biased context because of its direct effect 

on children’s efforts to comply with and please adult conversational partners (Lamb & 

Brown, 2006; see also Ceci & Bruck, 1993). Such would suggest, as many have argued, that 

children’s errors often are a result not of alterations in memory per se, but instead, a result of 

social acquiescence to the biased interviewer (Bjorklund et al., 2000; Cassel, Roebers, & 

Bjorklund, 1996).

Valence

Despite the significance of Garven and colleagues’ work in highlighting the effects of 

selective reinforcement and biased interviewers on children’s suggestibility, the work does 

not provide insight into potentially important nuances in the effects, nuances that may 

directly influence conclusions that have been drawn about children’s eyewitness accuracy 

and acquiescence tendencies. One such condition concerns the valence of the alleged acts, 

that is, whether the acts could be considered positive or negative. In one of Garven et al.’s 

(2000) studies, for example, children acquiesced nearly twice as often to fantastic than 

mundane details following exposure to the positive and negative consequence strategy, a 

pattern that has led to speculation that the use of selective reinforcement may actually 

induce children to acquiesce at higher rates for fantastic than mundane details. However, the 

fantastic details were primarily positive (e.g., visitor taking children on a helicopter) and 

hence may have been desirable to children, whereas the mundane details were largely 

negative (e.g., touching, throwing, stealing) and hence may have led to avoidance on the part 

of children. The differences in valence could also have accounted for the pattern of results 

obtained, an interpretation consistent with other lines of work.
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Studies of children’s beliefs about the plausibility of fantastic and real events, for instance, 

have revealed the existence of a positivity bias. Children tend to report that positive fantastic 

and real events can occur but negative fantastic and real events cannot (Carrick & Quas, 

2006; Samuels & Taylor, 1994). Likewise, in a classic false memory study conducted by 

Ceci, Loftus, Leichtman, and Bruck (1994) that employed highly biased interview 

techniques (e.g., repeatedly interviewing children and asking children to visualize events), 

children were significantly more likely to assent to suggested positive than negative events. 

The precise effect of valence, however, was not entirely clear because the suggested, false 

events varied not only in valence but also in level of child participation and event type. For 

instance, some false events implied children’s direct and active involvement, (e.g., falling 

off a tricycle and getting stitches), whereas others implied minimal involvement (e.g., 

waiting for a bus). Direct participation can affect children’s suggestibility, regardless of the 

valence of the events (Tobey & Goodman, 1992). In order to assess the importance of 

valence, it is necessary to vary directly and in a comparable manner the valence of suggested 

events provided by a biased interviewer.

Actor implicated

Another important consideration when evaluating children’s suggestibility, especially in 

relation to a negative act, is the actor allegedly involved. Billings et al. (2007) exposed 

children to an interaction with a toy that later went missing. Children were then questioned 

suggestively about the missing toy. During the interview, a subset of the children was 

reinforced for acquiescing to questions implying that the toy was taken, possibly by them or 

by other children. Children were more likely to report that other children had taken the toy 

than to admit their own involvement, leading the authors to conclude that “[t]o the degree 

that children understood the possible negative implications for themselves, they became less 

willing to make false statements” (p. 134). Although such an interpretation is plausible, the 

interviewer implied that the other children who took the toy probably just wanted to play 

with it and would be returning it later, making it unclear whether children understood that 

they might be acquiescing to other children stealing.

Other research more clearly supports the proposition that children’s acquiescence for 

negative events is affected by the alleged actors involved. For instance, children are more 

willing to disclose minor transgressions when someone else rather than they committed the 

transgression (Lyon & Dorado, 2008; Lyon, Malloy, Quas, & Talwar, 2008), and when a 

stranger rather than a trusted adult committed the transgression (Lewis, Stanger, & Sullivan, 

1989; Polak & Harris, 1999; Tye, Amato, Honts, Devitt, & Peters, 1999; Wilson, Smith, & 

Ross, 2003). Given that prior studies indicate that children are less willing to implicate 

themselves than someone else as having been involved in a negative event that actually 

occurred, (Lyon & Dorado, 2008; Lyon et al., 2008), children may similarly avoid 

implicating themselves more than someone else in a suggested negative act. Whether this 

tendency to acquiesce to false events that implicate others more than the self varies 

depending on whether the alleged act is negative or positive, though, needs to be tested 

directly.
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Developmental level

Of course, any evaluation of children’s suggestibility needs to consider their age or 

developmental level. In prior interviewer bias studies, particularly those that included 

interviewers’ use of selective reinforcement of children’s responses, marginal to robust age 

differences emerged across children three to nine years of age (Billings et al., 2007; Garven 

et al., 1998; Quas et al., 2007). For example, Ceci et al. (1994) found that younger 

preschoolers were especially likely to assent to a false, suggested positive event, a tendency 

that could reflect desirability for the event more than an actual false belief that the event 

occurred (Woolley, 1997). Such a tendency could lead to particularly high rates of errors for 

positive details in the young children, with a marked decline with age as children become 

better able to distinguish their desires from that which is real and hence more likely to 

respond in a manner that reflects reality.

At the same time, with age, children become more aware of the consequences associated 

with negative events, especially transgressions (Bottoms, Goodman, Schwartz-Kenney, & 

Thomas, 2002; Polak & Harris, 1999; Talwar & Lee, 2002). Several studies have revealed 

that children are less likely to disclose transgressions implicating themselves or someone 

close to them as they become older (Bottoms et al., 2002; Lyon et al., 2014; Talwar & Lee, 

2002), a trend likely driven both by their desire to avoid punishment (Last & Aharoni-

Etzioni, 1995) and by their emerging understanding of false beliefs which allows them to 

more skillfully conceal a transgression (Talwar, Gordon, & Lee, 2007). Of course, in these 

studies, the transgression actually occurred. Age related increases in children’s ability to 

resist suggestions that negative events occurred may be even more robust, given older 

children’s greater awareness of the consequences of assenting to negative acts and their 

ability to resist interviewer bias.

As a final note, although speculative, age may also relate to children’s tendency to 

distinguish between suggestions concerning acts that they committed versus those 

committed by someone else. As mentioned, children tend to be less forthcoming about 

negative acts that they have committed. For example, when discussing conflicts with 

siblings, children tend to minimize their own transgressions compared to those of their 

siblings (Ross, Smith, Spielmacher, & Recchia, 2004; Wilson, Smith, Ross, & Ross, 2004). 

However, with age, children gain a greater understanding of intentionality and cause-effect 

relationships (Gardiner, Greif, & Bjorklund, 2011; Ohbuchi & Sato, 1994; Perner, 1988), 

and thus, likely better understand the consequences associated with actions, not just for 

themselves, but for others as well. As a result, older children may be less willing to agree to 

negative acts that someone else has committed, in addition, of course, to avoiding 

suggestions of negative acts that they purportedly committed.

Study overview

In the current study, we systematically investigated how valence (positive vs. negative) and 

actor (child vs. confederate) affected children’s acquiescence to false suggestions. We 

exposed children to a classroom activity, led by a confederate, that included positive and 

negative components. Later, we interviewed the children about what happened, selectively 
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reinforcing certain answers via the “positive and negative consequences” technique (Garven 

et al., 2000). Questions were asked about true acts and false, positive and negative acts, the 

latter of which had been committed by the child or the confederate.

We expected children to be more accurate (less suggestible) for negative compared with 

positive acts and that a greater amount of negative feedback would be necessary to induce 

acquiescence to negative acts. We likewise expected children to be more accurate when they 

were rather than the confederate was implicated as the protagonist who committed the false 

act, especially when that act was negative. Finally, with age, accuracy was expected to 

increase, particularly when negative acts were suggested. Also, accuracy in younger children 

was expected to be highest when they were implicated in a negative act, whereas for older 

children, accuracy was expected to be comparably high regardless of who was implicated.

Method

Participants

One hundred and twenty-four 3-8-year-old children (Mage = 5.15 years, 70 males) served as 

participants. This number included twenty-one 3-year-olds (14 male); thirty-two 4-year-olds 

(14 male); twenty-six 5-year-olds (14 male); fourteen 6-year-olds (9 male); fifteen 7-year-

olds (8 male); and sixteen 8-year-olds (11 male). The sample was ethnically diverse: 38.5% 

Asian American; 33.3% Caucasian, non-Hispanic/Latino; 11.1% Hispanic/Latino; 14.5% 

multi-racial; 2.6% other. Prior to children’s participation, parents provided written consent 

and children provided verbal assent.

Procedure

Session 1: Baker event—Children observed a 15-minute classroom demonstration in 

small groups (M = 18). A male or female confederate (hence referred to as male) visited the 

class, stood in front of the room, and led the demonstration, which involved showing the 

children, who were seated facing him, how to make cookies (Kulkofsky & Klemfuss, 2008). 

While completing the set of actions to make the cookies, he described each action and listed 

it on a large recipe board. To increase children’s engagement, he asked scripted questions 

throughout and had children line up to add chocolate chips to the cookie batter. When he 

added the last ingredient (salt), an unexpected negative event occurred. Specifically, the lid 

fell off the salt shaker, causing all of the salt to spill in and ruin the batter. The confederate 

appeared sad, explained that the cookies were ruined, and threw the batter into a nearby 

trashcan.

Session 2: Suggestive interview—After a one-week delay (M = 7.75 days, SD = .87, 

range = 6-9), children were individually interviewed in a quiet location at their school by 

one of four unfamiliar female researchers who had not been present at the baker event. The 

interview contained fourteen closed-ended questions, the order of which randomly varied 

across children within each age group. Two of these were neutral, included to orient children 

to the event. Four of the questions were about true details. These served as a baseline 

measure of children’s event memory. Of primary interest were the remaining eight 

questions, all of which concerned false details. The content of these questions was 
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counterbalanced such that all children were asked about the same detail or object, but the 

action committed concerning that detail varied in whether it was positive or negative. Most 

of the acts were selected based on those included in prior research (Garven et al., 2000; 

Leichtman & Ceci, 1995). Positive acts could be considered positive or playful, whereas 

negative acts involved undesirable or prohibited actions. The suggestions also varied within 

each valence such that the child allegedly committed half of the acts and the confederate 

committed the other half, with all questions phrased so that the actor came first in the 

sentence, followed directly by the alleged act committed. For example, some children were 

asked whether they gave a tool to the confederate to use during the event (positive, giving), 

whereas others were asked whether they stole a tool (negative, stealing). In another example, 

children were asked whether they cheered during the event, and others were asked whether 

they screamed during the event. An example of a suggested act in which the confederate 

was implicated is whether the confederate tapped the children with a spatula (positive or 

playful, tapping), or hit the children with a spatula (negative, hitting).

Interviewer bias was systematically induced during the interview through the use of 

selective reinforcement, the strategy described by Garven et al. (2000) as the most effective 

method of inducing errors. We initially simply provided children with positive or negative 

feedback depending on whether their answers were consistent or not with the false details. 

However, pilot testing revealed that children were, for the most part, unwilling to comply 

with suggestions using only this feedback. Thus, we framed the interview as a “game” at the 

outset, with the interviewer explaining that she and the child were going to tell a story about 

the baker visit that had taken place a week prior. This type of framing is consistent with Ceci 

et al. (1994), who found high rates of acquiescence after children were instructed to play a 

game during the interviews.

For false questions, when children acquiesced, they received positive reinforcement (e.g., 

“That’s right! You’re doing great!”). When children did not agree or said “I don’t know,” 

they received negative feedback (e.g., “Come on, that’s not right. Listen again and tell me”) 

up to two times after the initial question was asked. For true questions, children received 

reinforcement simply for answering, and negative feedback up to two times following the 

initial question for not answering or saying “I don’t know.” Stated another way, for both 

true- and false-detail questions, if children did not provide the desired response when first 

asked, the question was immediately re-asked a second and third time, each followed with 

similar selective reinforcement feedback behaviors. As such, all children were asked 

questions at least once, with some children being asked questions up to three times.

The interview was followed by tasks unrelated to the current study. These are not considered 

further. At the end of the session, children were fully debriefed and returned to their 

classrooms.

Coding—Three trained research assistants, blind to study hypotheses, coded the suggestive 

interviews for two sets of information: (1) children’s responses to questions; and (2) the 

number of negative suggestive feedback prompts given per question. Kappas, calculated 

across measures and pairs of research assistants on 26% of the sample that included children 
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across age, ranged from .86 to .91. Discrepancies were discussed and the assistants evenly 

divided the remainder of the interviews to code.

Children’s responses to the true and false-detail questions were coded as correct, incorrect, 

don’t know, or non-definitive (e.g., repetition request, no answer, unscoreable). Don’t know 

responses constituted 8.3% of children’s initial and 4.1% of their final responses, and non-

definitive responses constituted 16.5% of children’s initial and 6.9% of their final responses. 

Neither is considered further. Children’s correct and incorrect responses were strongly 

negatively correlated rs(124) ≥ −.55, ps < .001. Only correct responses are discussed.

Proportion scores were created for both the true- and false-detail questions. These were first 

calculated for children’s initial answers. Scores for true questions were created by averaging 

children’s correct initial responses across the four true questions. A similar procedure was 

conducted to create the false-detail question proportions, except that children’s correct initial 

responses were averaged across the eight false questions.

Second, proportion scores were created for children’s final answers (i.e., responses after the 

interviewer provided feedback) in a similar fashion. For some children, though, the final 

response was the first response because they conformed to the suggestion the first time the 

question was asked (it was not necessary to provide negative feedback and repeat a question 

once children acquiesced). For others, though, their final response was their second or third 

response, depending on the amount of feedback necessary to induce children to respond or 

acquiesce. Thus, while we calculated a final response proportion score for all children, the 

responses included in the calculation differed across children because the number of 

negative feedback prompts varied. For example, a child who immediately acquiesced had an 

identical initial and final answer. Conversely, a child who did not immediately acquiesce 

and received negative feedback had different initial and final answers in most cases.

To capture directly, therefore, the amount of pressure needed to induce acquiescence, we 

counted the number of negative feedback prompts for each of the false-detail questions and 

divided by the number of false questions asked. Feedback prompts were defined as the 

initial question plus the number of times the interviewer provided negative feedback to elicit 

a desired response. The interviewers were instructed to ask questions up to three times (i.e., 

initial question plus two prompts). Children’s scores thus reflected the number of prompts 

asked either until the children acquiesced or until the maximum number of prompts was 

reached. In a few instances, however, the interviewers asked more due to child distraction, 

child request, or error (range = 1 - 4, M = 1.69, SD = .51).

Results

Preliminary analyses indicated that child and confederate gender was evenly distributed 

across child age and was unrelated to children’s response accuracy. A one-way age (3-8 

years) analysis of variance (ANOVA) revealed no age differences in delay between sessions. 

Further, correlational analyses revealed that the delay was unrelated to children’s response 

accuracy. Finally, we examined children’s responses to the four questions about true event 

details, which indexed their general memory for the classroom event. The children’s mean 
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response accuracy was 76% the first time the questions were asked, and 82% following 

feedback. The children’s accuracy for the true questions also increased with age, for both 

initial and final responses, rs(124) ≥ .25, ps ≤ .006, as would be expected.

Children’s responses to false-detail questions

To test our hypotheses, we conducted a series of 6 (Age) × 2 (Valence: positive vs. negative) 

× 2 (Actor: child vs. confederate) ANOVAs predicting children’s accuracy and feedback 

prompt proportion scores. Age varied between subjects, and valence and implicated actor 

varied within subjects. Across models, all main effects and interactions were examined, with 

follow-up simple effects analyses and planned comparisons conducted on significant effects. 

Because our sample sizes were unequal across age, effects involving age were confirmed via 

Brown-Forsythe tests for unequal variances (Brown & Forsythe, 1974; Wilcox, 1987). Only 

those that were significant are reported here. Finally, because responses included in 

children’s initial and final answer proportion scores were, for some children, identical, initial 

and final answer proportions could not be included as a within-subject factor in our models, 

and we analyzed children’s initial and final proportion scores separately.

Valence, actor, and age—Children had considerable difficulty, overall, accurately 

answering the false-detail questions. The first time the questions were asked, accuracy was 

27%, and after the prompts, accuracy was a mere 10%. Children’s performance, across age 

and event valence, is presented in Figures 1 (initial responses) and 2 (final responses).

When we entered children’s initial answer proportion scores into a 6 (Age) × 2 (Valence) × 

2 (Actor) ANOVA, significant effects of age and actor emerged, Fs(5, 118) ≥ 5.96, ps ≤ .

016, η2s = .27 and .05, respectively. Planned pairwise comparisons revealed that 3-year-olds 

(M = .13, SD = .22) provided fewer correct responses than all other age groups ts(118) ≥ 

2.39, ps ≤ .018. Also, 4- (M = .23, SD = .30), 5- (M = .24, SD = .28), and 6- (M = .28, SD = .

30) year-olds provided fewer correct responses than 7- (M = .40, SD = .28) and 8- (M = .42, 

SD = .36) year-olds, ts(118) ≥ 2.04, ps ≤ .044. Finally, as expected, children were 

significantly more accurate when they were implicated (M = .31, SD = .30) than when the 

confederate was implicated (M = .25, SD = .26) in the false act.

Next, we considered children’s final answer proportion scores. The effects of age and actor 

were again significant, Fs(5, 118) ≥ 3.68, ps ≤ .004, η2s = .14 and .10, and in the same 

direction (proportion correct for the self versus the confederate was M = .15, SD = .25 and M 

= .08, SD = .18, respectively). The age effect, however, was qualified by a significant Age × 

Valence interaction, meaning that, at different ages within our sample, children’s 

willingness to acquiesce differed for the positive and negative suggestions, F(5, 118) = 2.61, 

p = .028, η2 = .10 (Figure 2). Simple effects analyses examining each age category 

separately, revealed that 8-year-olds provided a greater number of correct responses than all 

other ages, ts(118) ≥ 2.54, ps ≤ .02, when asked about suggested positive acts. That is, the 

oldest children were the least suggestible across all of the age groups in response to the 

positive suggestive questions. Additionally, both 7- and 8-year-olds provided a greater 

number of correct responses than all other age groups, ts ≥ 2.38, ps ≤ .02 when asked about 

suggested negative acts, meaning that the two oldest age groups were significantly less 
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willing to agree with the negative suggestive questions than the younger age groups (Figure 

2).

Interviewer reinforcement—We anticipated that more feedback would be necessary to 

induce children to acquiesce to suggested negative than positive acts, and acts implicating 

themselves than the confederate. As a reminder, feedback could range from one to three 

prompts (including the initial question). When the feedback prompts for false-detail 

questions were entered into the 6 (Age) × 2 (Valence) × 2 (Actor) ANOVA, the effect of 

valence was significant, F(1, 118) = 14.58, p < .001, η2 = .11. As hypothesized, interviewers 

provided a greater number of prompts when attempting to induce acquiescence for negative 

(M = 2.30, SD = .92) than positive (M = 2.05, SD = .93) false details. Unexpectedly, 

interviewer prompt use did not differ when questions implicated the children versus the 

confederate in the act, F(1, 118) = 1.97, p = .163.

Discussion

The overarching goal of the current research was to examine, in a systematic and controlled 

manner, how the valence of false acts and the implicated actor involved in those acts, in 

conjunction with age, affected children’s suggestibility. In some ways, our findings are 

consistent with prior work, revealing age-related improvements in accuracy and particularly 

poor performance when interviewers provide repeated selective reinforcement and negative 

feedback (Bruck, Ceci, & Hembrooke, 2002; Ceci et al., 1994). In other ways, though, our 

findings are unique and reveal both important developmental changes in the effects of 

valence on suggestibility, but also developmental invariance in children’s tendency to 

acquiesce when they themselves are the implicated actor.

First, children’s willingness to agree with positive versus negative acts varied with age, as 

we had predicted, but only after children received reinforcement and negative feedback. 

Younger children readily agreed to both positive and negative false details when induced to 

do so via selective reinforcement and negative feedback. With age, children’s willingness to 

acquiesce decreased. This resistance to suggestion was evident at age 7 for negative details 

and at age 8 for both negative and positive details. Thus, it appears that children begin to 

show a more complex understanding of the consequences of negative events in the early 

school-age years (Stein & Levine, 1999; Talwar & Lee, 2002), which may have contributed 

to their greater accuracy, despite receiving strong social pressure from an interviewer. 

Moreover, by age 8, children seem to be aware not only of the consequences of assenting to 

negative details but to false details generally, leading to comparable accuracy irrespective of 

valence. Around this age, improvements in both cognitive and socio-emotional skills (e.g., 

source-monitoring, theory-of-mind; Flavell, 2004; Lindsay, Johnson, & Kwon, 1991; 

Roberts & Blades, 2000; Roberts & Powell, 2001) likely contributed to children’s increased 

willingness to disagree with an interviewer’s negative feedback, leading to improvements in 

accuracy.

Another novel finding concerns the differential effects of selective reinforcement feedback 

on children’s acquiescence to questions about positive versus negative acts. We expected 

that more feedback would be required to induce acquiescence to negative than positive acts, 
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an expectation confirmed by our data. Across age, all children required more pressure—in 

the form of negative feedback—to agree with the negative false details. Children’s positivity 

biases (Carrick & Quas, 2006; Samuels & Taylor, 1994) and reluctance to discuss 

wrongdoing (Lyon et al., 2014; Talwar & Lee, 2002) may underlie this trend. Of interest, 

valence did not further interact with whether the child or confederate was implicated to 

affect children’s accuracy. Had children’s performance varied more, or rather, had more 

children not performed so poorly, perhaps the valence by actor interaction would have been 

significant. Variability may also have been influenced by the limited number of questions 

included in each condition (i.e., for the within subjects analyses including both valence and 

actor, there were two questions per condition). Had we suggested a greater number of 

positive and negative acts engaged in by both the child and confederate, or had we suggested 

more striking and salient negative versus positive acts, we may have found greater 

differences between actors and valence.

Although valence did not interact with who was implicated to influence children’s 

performance, who was implicated was directly related to children’s correct responses, 

initially and following the feedback. Indeed, as predicted, children were less willing to agree 

to acts involving themselves than those involving the confederate. Because children had 

only met the confederate at the classroom event, and he was otherwise a stranger, they were 

perhaps more concerned about the potential consequences associated with the negative acts 

for themselves than for the confederate. In future research, it may be of interest to test 

whether differences in children’s suggestibility between the self versus someone else as the 

actor persist when the other actor is quite familiar to children, such as a friend, teacher, or 

even parent.

We had expected that valence, actor, and age would interact. With age, children gradually 

become more aware of others’ perspectives and the consequences of their actions for others 

(Decety & Sommerville, 2003; Perner & Lang, 1999), which could decrease their 

willingness to agree with false suggestions about someone else, especially when the 

individual allegedly engaged in a negative act. In addition, children’s self-control increases 

markedly with development (Perner & Lang, 1999), which may allow them to deny the 

immediate gratification of positive interviewer feedback in order to avoid negative 

consequences for someone else that may arise later as a result of agreeing to false suggested 

acts.

Although this expectation was not supported, some hints that such an understanding may 

have been emerging could be seen upon closer examination of the data. In particular, the 8-

year-olds’ final response accuracy to questions about the confederate (M = .20) was quite a 

bit higher than the other age groups’ accuracy about the confederate (Ms = .02 - .12), 

suggesting that, perhaps starting around age 8, children begin to recognize the consequences 

of false reports for others and are less willing to agree that someone else engaged in a 

suggested act. Had we had a larger sample, included slightly older ages, or employed 

additional forms of reinforcement that led to greater variability in responses, higher-order 

interactions may have emerged, a possibility that needs to be tested with a large range of 

positive and negatively valenced questions given that the three way interaction we tested 

was non-significant.
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Three other points about the study are important to consider. For one, we suspect that the 

poor performance of children in our study reflected acquiescence resulting from selective 

reinforcement and a suggestive interview context rather than robust changes in memory 

(Zaragoza & Lane, 1994). We employed a delay of approximately one week between the to-

be-remembered event and the memory interview. This delay is common to that in prior 

studies that have examined highly suggestive reinforcement tactics on children’s 

suggestibility and found robust effects (Garven et al., 1998, 2000; Kulkofsky & Klemfuss, 

2008; Scullin & Ceci, 2001). We also analyzed children’s responses to questions about true 

details and found a fairly high level of response accuracy (76% - 82%). Thus, while 

forgetting does increase errors and may have contributed some to children’s suggestibility, it 

is unlikely that lack of memory trace accounted for a majority of children’s acquiescence. 

Nonetheless, it will be interesting, in future research, to investigate whether some suggested 

acts are more easily overwritten than others and if so, the reasons why. Future work should 

also evaluate whether children continue to provide suggested information in subsequent 

interviews, particularly those that are conducted in a scientifically supported manner, which 

include a free-recall component followed by recognition questions and do not include 

suggestive reinforcement.

Second, for ethical and practical reasons (i.e., we did not want to induce children to commit 

true negative events such as tearing, stealing, or screaming), we did not experimentally 

manipulate the true details. Thus, we could not evaluate whether interviewer feedback 

differentially affected children’s responses to questions about true positive versus negative 

details. How children’s reticence to talk about true experiences is affected by the valence of 

the experience in the face of interviewer pressure is important to consider in future research 

(see Lyon & Dorado, 2008, and Lyon, Malloy, Quas, & Talwar, 2008, for related findings).

Third, it is important to keep in mind the playful context that we found necessary in order to 

successfully induce high rates of acquiescence and to sensitively test for valence and actor 

differences. Children were told that they and the interviewer were going to tell a story about 

the baking event; instructions similar to those employed in prior studies that also involved 

telling children to imagine events happening, or to guess, pretend, or play a game 

concerning their experiences (Bruck, Ceci, & Hembrooke, 1997; Ceci et al., 1994; see also 

Bruck & Ceci, 1999). These studies have been widely cited and have had a significant 

impact in scientific, policy, and even legal arenas. If interviewers adopt this approach in 

actual interviews, our results suggest that children’s accuracy will be severely compromised, 

even when children are asked about negative events and about their own actions. On the 

other hand, to the extent that real-world interviewers approach interviews in a more serious 

manner, findings from research such as ours, as well as other studies that have induced 

playful interview contexts, are not as relevant. Instead, other factors, such as the types of 

questions asked, sources of potential influence (e.g., family pressure to disclose or maintain 

a particular response), and children’s motivations and perceptions, need to be evaluated in 

relation to children’s reporting and acquiescence.

In closing, the current investigation has several important theoretical implications regarding 

the role of socio-emotional influences on children’s reporting of their experiences. The 

powerful effects of selective reinforcement on children’s reports were confirmed in our 
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study, which demonstrated how difficult it is for children to maintain accuracy when they 

receive social pressure to acquiesce from someone in authority. Importantly, our results also 

showed differences in how the content of suggestions influences children’s willingness to 

acquiesce. Children were significantly more likely to agree with positive, playful, or fun 

suggestions than negative suggestions, that is, children showed an affinity toward agreeing 

with or discussing positive actions. However, although children of all ages demonstrated this 

affinity, with development, children were less willing to agree with suggestions overall, 

including those that involved positive actions. Children’s greater self-control, understanding 

of the consequences of their actions, and greater realization that their perspectives of the 

event may differ from the interviewer’s perspective (Decety & Sommerville, 2003; Perner & 

Lang, 1999; see also Flavell, 1999), may have all contributed to the older children’s 

decreased suggestibility for both positive and negative acts. Practically speaking, a clear 

understanding of study procedures is needed to ascertain when children are and are not 

likely to acquiesce when selectively reinforced and hence when research is applicable to 

policy and legal arenas. Both field and experimental studies are needed in future research so 

that our understanding of the circumstances that surround children’s acquiescence can 

continue to be illuminated.
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• We examine how the valence of suggested information and actor implicated as 

committing false acts effect children’s suggestibility.

• Children are less willing to assent to false suggested acts when they rather than 

someone else are implicated.

• Especially notable changes in acquiescence to false suggestions occur in early 

primary school years.

• Around age 7, children’s resistance to false suggestions about negative acts 

increases.

• Around age 8, children demonstrate resistance to both negative and positive 

suggested acts.
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Figure 1. 
Mean proportion correct responses to false-detail questions initially.

Means by age do not equal to 1 because incorrect, don’t know, and non-definitive responses 

are not included.

Cleveland et al. Page 18

J Appl Dev Psychol. Author manuscript; available in PMC 2017 March 01.

A
uthor M

anuscript
A

uthor M
anuscript

A
uthor M

anuscript
A

uthor M
anuscript



Figure 2. 
Mean proportion correct responses to false-detail questions following feedback. For the 

significant interaction, 7- and 8-year-olds had a higher proportion correct for negative 

questions than all other age groups; 8-year-olds had a higher proportion correct for positive 

questions than all other age groups.

Means by age do not equal to 1 because incorrect, don’t know, and non-definitive responses 

are not included.
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