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Abstract

The current study examined jurors’ questions to children in criminal trials assessing children’s 

allegations of sexual abuse, demonstrating a new avenue for studying how jurors think about, 

respond to, and assess evidence. We used qualitative content analysis to examine jurors’ questions 

to 134, 5- to 17-year-olds alleging sexual abuse in criminal trial testimonies. Five themes emerged: 

abuse interactions, contextual details of abuse, children’s reactions to abuse, children’s (delayed) 

disclosure, and case background details. Jurors often ask about abuse dynamics, the context 

surrounding abuse, and children’s disclosure processes, reflecting common misconceptions about 

child sexual abuse (CSA), such as whether it is credible to delay disclosure or maintain contact 

with an alleged perpetrator. This study improves our understanding of how jurors understand and 

evaluate children’s reports of alleged CSA, suggesting that jurors may struggle to understand 

children’s reluctance.
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In cases of alleged child sexual abuse (CSA), children’s testimony is important. Children 

often delay reporting, resulting in a lack of medical evidence and witnesses to corroborate 

allegations (Berliner & Barbieri, 1984; McElvaney, 2015). With such limitations making 

children’s testimony the primary evidence, the credibility of children’s testimony is critical 

to adjudication. As case outcomes rely on jurors’ opinions of statements (Klemfuss et al., 

2014), understanding how jurors assess credibility is important. Yet, we know little about 

what affects real jurors’ assessments in response to real CSA cases.

We know that children often struggle as witnesses. Developmental factors (e.g., linguistic 

capacity; Zajac et al., 2003), psychological confidence (Andrews & Lamb, 2017), 

susceptibility to suggestion (Schmidt & Brigham, 1996), low courtroom literacy, and the 

stressful nature of recounting abuse (Goodman et al., 1992) can impede children effectively 

telling their stories in court (Jaffe et al., 1987). The practices and differing goals of 

Article reuse guidelines: sagepub.com/journals-permissions

Correspondence concerning this article should be addressed to Suzanne St. George, School of Criminology and Criminal Justice, 
Arizona State University, 411 N. Central Ave., Suite 600, Phoenix, AZ 85004; sscoble@asu.edu. 

HHS Public Access
Author manuscript
Crim Justice Behav. Author manuscript; available in PMC 2021 March 03.

Published in final edited form as:
Crim Justice Behav. 2020 August ; 47(8): 1032–1054. doi:10.1177/0093854820935960.

A
uthor M

anuscript
A

uthor M
anuscript

A
uthor M

anuscript
A

uthor M
anuscript

https://us.sagepub.com/en-us/journals-permissions


prosecuting and defense attorneys also generate inconsistencies in narratives (Andrews et al., 

2015). To the extent that developmental factors and courtroom dynamics elicit confusion and 

skepticism about children’s narratives, they could create credibility concerns.

We also know that jurors believe common misconceptions about CSA (Collings, 1997; 

Cromer & Goldsmith, 2010; McGee et al., 2011). When children describe abuse that unfolds 

differently from expectations, jurors may question children’s credibility, especially the 

plausibility that the abuse occurred as described (Stolzenberg & Lyon, 2014a, 2014b). In 

addition, both prosecutors and defense attorneys’ questions address plausibility concerns to 

establish or break down, respectively, children’s credibility (Denne et al., 2019). To the 

extent that testimony stresses misconception-related discrepancies, questions about 

credibility may remain.

Much of the extant literature on jury deliberations in CSA cases uses vignette surveys of 

jury-eligible participants. We know little about what affects jury decisions in real cases 

(Bottoms et al., 2007). It remains unclear how developmental factors and courtroom 

dynamics influence jury deliberations. We do not know if jurors consider the plausibility of 

children’s testimonies in the context of common misconceptions. Nor do we know which 

parts of children’s narratives remain confusing or what concerns remain unresolved. This 

was the purpose of the present study. Using a unique sample of criminal cases of alleged 

CSA, we assessed jurors’ questions to children and to what extent these reflect common 

misconceptions.

JURORS’ MISCONCEPTIONS ABOUT CSA

Jurors’ misconceptions about CSA may cause confusion, because they commonly differ 

from typical characteristics of CSA. Although reports vary in exact estimates, both official 

and self-report data suggest that between 75% and 85% of child victims are abused by a 

relative or someone living in their household (Berliner & Barbieri, 1984; Finkelhor et al., 

2008; Paine & Hansen, 2002; Smith et al., 2000; Snyder, 2000). In many cases, abuse begins 

slowly and increases in severity over time (Kaufman et al., 1998), but is not violent 

(Stolzenberg & Lyon, 2014b). One report on a nationally representative sample of children 

and their parents found that abuse resulted in injury in only 17% of cases, and only 10% of 

perpetrators used a weapon (Finkelhor et al., 2008). Children rarely physically resist and 

often delay disclosure, sometimes for years (Hershkowitz et al., 2007; Sas & Cunningham, 

1995; Smith et al., 2000). Children are more likely to delay disclosure, and delay for longer, 

when they experience more severe abuse and abuse by family members (Paine & Hansen, 

2002; Sas & Cunningham, 1995). Medical examinations of children who do report often 

have underwhelming medical findings; delays in disclosure coupled with the progressive 

nature of abuse may make abuse minimally damaging physically for some children 

(Stolzenberg & Lyon, 2014a). Despite consistent documentation of these characteristics, 

widespread misconceptions about CSA persist.

Some members of the public, professionals, and prospective jurors believe CSA is 

committed by strangers or adults not well-known to children (Cromer & Goldsmith, 2010; 

Morison & Greene, 1992); perpetrators use threats and force (Cromer & Goldsmith, 2010); 
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and children resist and immediately report abuse (Calvert & Munsie-Benson, 1999; Morison 

& Greene, 1992; Quas et al., 2005). The regularity of misconceptions means at least some 

selected to sit on juries will assess cases that differ from misconceptions. Discrepancies 

between expectations and case characteristics may generate confusion and concerns about 

the plausibility of the abuse as described. Researchers studying perceptions of hypothetical 

CSA cases find that individuals perceive victims as less credible and more culpable when 

case characteristics differ from the misconceptions described above (Davies & Rogers, 2009; 

Rogers et al., 2010, 2014; Rubin & Thelen, 1996). In real trials, misconceptions may 

likewise influence assessments of evidence, translating into reasonable doubt when cases 

diverge from expectations, or more certainty of guilt when they match.

For example, Stolzenberg and Lyon (2014a) examined closing arguments to assess what 

evidence would predict verdict outcomes in CSA cases. They found only 23% of prosecuted 

cases included charges of force—suggesting that abuse was usually seductive and 

nonforceful—yet jury members were 9 times more likely to convict in cases that charged 

force. Also, jurors were 3 times more likely to acquit in cases when children remained in 

contact with the defendant after abuse, which is common when defendants are familial or 

familiar. Such findings indicate that jurors’ expectations may mismatch case characteristics, 

and this dissonance may influence verdicts. Altogether, research suggests that jurors’ a priori 

misconceptions about CSA produce concerns about credibility and plausibility when they 

hear cases that differ from expectations. Unfortunately, we know of no study that examines 

the influence of CSA misconceptions on real jurors’ assessments of, and responses to, real 

CSA cases.

PROSECUTING AND DEFENDING AGAINST CSA ALLEGATIONS

As the child’s testimony is often the primary evidence of CSA presented at trial, prosecutors 

want to establish the credibility of the child and his or her testimony. In contrast, defense 

attorneys want to discredit them. That is, prosecutors want jurors to believe what the child 

says, while defense attorneys want to show that the child is lying, inaccurate, or influenced. 

Each may do so by focusing more or less on three components of credibility: plausibility, 

suggestibility/honesty, and consistency (Denne et al., 2020).

The particular nature of CSA, disclosure, and the trial process makes each of these 

components salient in children’s testimonies. First, because the dynamics of CSA—

including gradual escalation of touching, a lack of perpetrator force and child resistance, and 

a close relationship between the child and perpetrator—may conflict with expectations, 

jurors may perceive children’s descriptions of abuse as implausible (Stolzenberg & Lyon, 

2014a, 2014b). Second, jurors may question the honesty of children’s reports because of 

delayed disclosure, the number of disclosure recipients who could have influenced the child, 

and children’s general susceptibility to suggestive influence (Ceci & Bruck, 1993; Ceci et 

al., 1994; Malloy et al., 2013; Quas et al., 2005; Schuman, 1986). Finally, given the lengthy 

delays between abuse, reporting, and trial, as well as the number of interviewers before trial, 

children’s reports are likely to contain inconsistencies—particularly when reporting repeated 

abuse (Connolly et al., 2016; Roberts & Blades, 1999). Also, researchers have shown that 

repeated interviewing can result in new, previously unrecalled details (Erdelyi, 2010). Jurors 
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may interpret inconsistencies as evidence that the child is lying, misremembering critical 

details, or has been influenced by others (Berman et al., 1995; Goodman et al., 1989; Myers 

et al., 1999).

Prosecuting and defense attorneys address these three areas of credibility differently. In their 

examination of children’s testimonies in CSA cases, Denne et al. (2020) found that nearly 

90% of all prosecutors’ and defense attorneys’ questions addressed credibility, but they 

differed in how frequently they addressed plausibility, (in)consistency, and suggestibility 

components.1 They also may address components with different goals. Prosecutors may ask 

children about implausibilities and inconsistencies directly to give children opportunities to 

explain these “problems” (Klemfuss et al., 2017; Stolzenberg & Lyon, 2014b). To address 

coaching concerns, they may also ask children about the disclosure process, including when 

and to whom they disclosed, and what questions they were asked (Stolzenberg & Lyon, 

2014b). By contrast, defense attorneys may draw attention to specific inconsistencies, or 

reference common misconceptions about CSA to highlight implausibility (Andrews et al., 

2015). In addition, they may imply suggestive influences subtly by asking about the number 

of disclosure recipients and what the recipient said to the child (Lyon & Stolzenberg, 2014; 

Stolzenberg & Lyon, 2014b). That most attorneys’ questions focus on credibility concerns 

suggests jurors may hold similar concerns. Furthermore, to the extent that these questions 

elicit conflicting, inconsistent, or implausible statements from children, jurors may want 

more details about the aspects of children’s narratives that attorneys’ questions made 

unclear.

CURRENT STUDY

We are aware of no research assessing how jurors, in real cases, think about and make sense 

of children’s reports. Methodologically, doing so is difficult because jury deliberations are 

private. The current study overcomes this problem by examining admissible jury questions 

in recent cases of alleged CSA. We leverage this unique data source to answer the simple but 

previously unexamined question: What do jurors find unclear or confusing about children’s 

testimony in criminal trials of alleged CSA?

To date, only eight states in the United States encourage judges to allow jury questions.2 In 

Maricopa County, the jury questioning process is as follows: At the very end of the witness’s 

testimony, after both attorneys have finished questioning the witness, jurors write down their 

questions and give them to the judge. After the judge and attorneys decide which questions 

are admissible, the judge reads the permitted questions aloud. The witness responds and then 

attorneys have an opportunity to follow-up.3 The current study analyzes the content of jury 

questions that were asked and therefore deemed admissible. Although we were unable to 

1.Eighty-two percent of all credibility questions addressed (in)consistencies in children’s reports, 46% addressed plausibility, and 21% 
addressed suggestibility/honesty. The proportion of questions addressing each of these components varied by attorney type. Defense 
attorneys asked more suggestibility questions (29% compared to 18%) and consistency questions (89% compared to 79%), and 
prosecutors asked more plausibility questions (50% compared to 40%; Denne et al., 2020).
2.While only one state expressly forbids jurors from questioning witnesses, only eight expressly encourage judges to allow jury 
questions and only three states require judges to allow jury questions (USLegal, 2020).
3.Rules for admissibility of jury questions are the same that guide admissibility of attorneys’ questions. For example, in cases 
involving sexual assault, questions prohibited by rape shield laws are inadmissible. Questions that do not violate the rules of 
admissibility are allowed, even if they do not address topics previously discussed in testimony.
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examine all questions that jurors wrote down—and were unable to determine the frequency 

with which questions were excluded—we believe our data still provide a unique opportunity 

for understanding jurors’ questions and credibility concerns.

Generally, we expected that jurors would ask questions to clarify confusing, inconsistent, or 

unexpected testimony. Their questions, therefore, should reveal both the parts of testimony 

that jurors find important but unclear, as well as how jurors attempt to make sense of 

inconsistent or implausible testimony. We formulated three exploratory hypotheses. First, we 

expected that most jury questions would ask about topics already covered in children’s 

direct- and cross-examination testimony, rather than topics not covered (H1). These 

questions would include clarifications or requests for more detail about what was discussed, 

instead of entirely new inquiries that neither attorney previously mentioned (but were still 

deemed admissible). Second, we expected that many jury questions would aim to clarify 

aspects of the specific abuse incidents described, including their context (behavior leading 

up to the incident; physical characteristics of abuse location) and nature (child and 

defendant’s interaction; H2). Finally, as jurors’ misconceptions about CSA may contribute 

to confusion and plausibility concerns, we expected that jurors would ask questions related 

to common misconceptions, including (lack of) resistance, use of force, and delayed 

disclosure (H3).

METHOD

SAMPLE

For the qualitative analyses described below, we examined 331 lines of questioning jurors 

asked to 77 children testifying about CSA in Maricopa County. The sample emerged from a 

study examining the testimonies of alleged CSA victims in jury trials. Data were collected as 

follows: In collaboration with the Maricopa County Attorney’s Office, we obtained a sample 

of 398 victims represented across 252 cases of CSA occurring between January, 2005 and 

August, 2015 in Maricopa County. We worked with the County Attorney’s Office to receive 

a list of all eligible cases and then contacted the court reporters directly. Cases were eligible 

if they involved at least a single charge of Sexual Conduct with a Minor (A.R.S.13–1405), 

Child Molestation (A. R.S. 13–1410), or Sex Abuse (A. R.S. 13–1404). We contacted and 

paid court reporters to share transcripts of completed cases; 73 court reporters were 

contacted and 47 responded (64% response rate). We received 214 complete victim 

testimonies across 142 cases (some cases included multiple victims); the remaining court 

reporters were nonresponsive. Of these 214 testimonies, 134 were minors (17 years or 

younger) at testimony (across 101 cases; Mvictim per case = 1.33, SDvictim per case = .65), 

whereas the remaining transcripts involved adults (18 years or older) testifying about alleged 

victimization during their childhood. For the purposes of the present investigation, we 

examined the 134 testimonies involving minors. The children ranged in age from 5 to 17 

years (M = 12.48, SD = 3.34 years) and only 10% of our sample involved male victims. 

Defendants (99% male) were the child’s parent or caregiver 40% of the time, another family 

member 26% of the time, a family friend or other familiar adult (e.g., coaches, babysitters, 

neighbors) 29% of the time, and a stranger 5% of the time. Children alleged penetration or 

attempted intercourse in 34% of cases, oral copulation or genital contact in an additional 
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14% of cases, and less severe abuse in 52% of cases (fondling, exhibitionism, etc.). Fifty-

four percent of children alleged multiple instances of abuse, indicating that more than half 

the sample delayed disclosure for some time.4 Ninety percent of cases resulted in a 

conviction of at least one charge.

At the conclusion of children’s testimony, juries asked questions in response to 77 of these 

134 testimonies. Whether or not jurors asked questions was unrelated to some case 

characteristics, including victim gender (t[132] = −.95, p = .34, 95% confidence interval 

[CI]: [−.43, .15]), if the defendant was a family member (t[132] = 1.30, p = .20, 95% CI: 

[−.06, .30]), and if the child alleged penetrative abuse (t[127] = 1.53, p = .13, 95% CI: 

[−.04, .30]). However, jurors were more likely to ask questions of children alleging multiple 

incidents of abuse (t[132] = 3.31, p = .001, 95% CI: [.11, .44]), and of older children (t[132] 

= 3.94, p < .001, 95% CI: [1.09, 3.27]).5 We examined these 77 transcripts to identify lines 

of questioning. We examined the complete topic, or line of questioning, rather than the 

question-answer pair because this unit of analysis better represented jurors’ thoughts, 

confusions, and concerns about children’s testimony. We defined a line of questioning as a 

sequence of question-answer pairs that surround a specific topic or develop a particular line 

of reasoning or argument (e.g., First line of questioning: “Q. You said the defendant touched 

you? A. Yes. Q. Where did he touch you? A. In my private parts.” Second line of 

questioning: “Q. Was the door open or closed when that happened? A. Closed.”). We 

identified 331 unique lines of questioning across the 77 transcripts. Children were asked 

between one and 27 lines of questioning, with an average of 4.3 lines of questioning per 

child.

CONTENT ANALYSIS AND RELIABILITY

For whether juror questions related to previous testimony, we wanted to examine how often 

jurors asked children about topics that were not mentioned at all in previous testimony. 

These may be topics that jurors believe are relevant to the case that the attorneys did not 

cover. We defined clarifications broadly to include all lines of questioning that responded to 

topics already discussed in testimony. Lines of questioning were coded as clarifications if 

they asked the same question(s) already asked by either the prosecution or the defense, if 

they asked for clarification on statements previously made, if they asked for more details 

about topics already covered, or if they clarified or asked for more details related to the 

testimony of other children alleging abuse in the case. Two coders familiar with the 

testimony transcripts independently coded all lines of questioning for clarification and then 

resolved all discrepancies. See Table 1 for further descriptions of coding definitions, as well 

as examples.

4.Age during abuse and age at disclosure were not officially reported or consistently discussed in children’s testimonies, so we were 
unable to estimate the length of disclosure delays. However, we examined the age distribution of children alleging multiple instances 
of abuse. These children (n = 49) were on average 12.1 years old (Range = 5 to 17, SD = 3.3 years), which suggests that delays were 
common, but delay lengths were not as long as those among adults alleging abuse during childhood. Hence, the credibility concerns 
arising from the incongruity between age during abuse and age at testimony may be less pronounced in this sample than in studies 
assessing historic CSA alleged by adults (e.g., See Connolly & Read, 2006, or Smith et al., 2000).
5.That older children and children alleging multiple incidents of abuse were asked more jury questions makes sense. Younger children 
are perceived as more credible than older children, net other case characteristics (Davies & Rogers, 2009), and repeated abuse 
contradicts expectations of immediate disclosure. In addition, older children alleging repeated abuse may have more complicated and 
longer narratives, which may require more clarification.
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A coding guide was then developed to assess the topic of each line of questioning. Topic 

codes emerged inductively. Two team members read through all the data to identify topic 

categories. Five clear categories emerged and were formalized: abuse interactions, 

contextual details, reaction to abuse, disclosure, and background details. In the final coding 

guide, “abuse interactions” included lines of questioning about the dynamics and mechanics 

of abuse, encompassing body parts, clothing, abuse actions, potential resistance or force, 

threats made by the defendant, ejaculation, and the frequency and duration of abuse. 

“Contextual details” included lines of questioning about contextual characteristics of 

specific abuse events, including the time and sequence of activity leading up to abuse, where 

the incident took place and characteristics of this location, the presence of witnesses, and the 

drug use or intoxication of the child or defendant at the time of the incident. “Reaction to 

abuse” included lines of questioning about children’s emotional/physical states during or 

after abuse, attempts to avoid the defendant after the first incident, recognition of abuse as 

abuse, expectations about others’ reactions if they learned about abuse, and explanations for 

these reactions. “Disclosure” included lines of questioning about when, where, and to whom 

the child disclosed, including police interviews and medical examinations, the reason for 

disclosing or not disclosing, reactions of others to the disclosure, the disclosures of other 

victims to the child, and knowledge of other victims’ allegations. “Background details” 

included lines of questioning about general information not specific to any abuse incident, 

such as the age, physical characteristics, or non-abuse-related activity and experiences of the 

child or defendant, the nature of the child’s relationships, including with the defendant, 

information about family members, living and sleeping arrangements, habitual drug use, 

sexual education, and sexual exposure (e.g., pornography) other than by the defendant.

After formalizing the developed coding guide, two coders, one of whom was blind to study-

hypotheses and uninvolved with coding guide development, read each line of questioning 

and independently coded for topic. All variables were coded by both coders on the full 

sample and then assessed for reliability. A minimum value of K > .80 was achieved on all 

codes.

RESULTS

Table 1 presents descriptive information for lines of questioning, including how often 

questions clarified previous testimony by topic. Consistent with the first hypothesis, 84% of 

jurors’ lines of questioning asked about prior testimony (see Table 1). Our data also support 

our second hypothesis—jurors often asked about the nature and context of specific abuse 

events (see Table 1). In the following, we describe the content of questioning, organizing 

emergent themes from those most central to the abuse event (abuse interaction) to the most 

tangential (background details).

ABUSE INTERACTIONS

Jurors asked 70 lines of questioning about abuse interactions, including abuse mechanics (n 
= 29, 41%), the defendant’s use of force or threats and the child’s resistance (n = 21, 30%); 

frequency, duration, or sequence of abuse behaviors (n = 11, 16%); questions framing the 

abuse as an accident, misunderstanding, or committed by a different person (n = 6, 9%); and 
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other miscellaneous issues related to the abuse interaction (n = 3, 4%). Abuse mechanics 

questions ask about physical aspects of how the abuse occurred, including the child’s and 

defendant’s body parts, clothing, and ejaculation. For example, clarifying the testimony of a 

12-year-old girl who described being flashed by a stranger, a juror asked about the position 

of the defendant’s body and clothing: “Q…. And when you talked about the flap being 

pulled down or starting to get pulled down by the man; do you remember that? A. Yes. Q. 

Okay. Was he sitting or standing when that happened? A. He was sitting up. Like, he was 

still sitting down, but he was, like, forward.” Lines of questioning about clothing and body 

placement revealed children’s struggle to describe the physical mechanics of abuse. Jurors 

may elicit more details about abuse mechanics to help them visualize the incidents more 

clearly.

Jurors also seemed confused that children’s narratives lacked descriptions of force, threats, 

or resistance, and 21 (30%) lines of questioning asked children explicitly about their (lack 

of) resistance, or the defendant’s lack of force or threats. For example, a 10-year-old girl 

alleging repeated penetrative abuse by her grandfather testified that the abuse often occurred 

without resistance and while her mother was home. Trying to reconcile their 

misconceptions, two jurors posed lines of questioning:

You said your mom was home when some of these things happened, okay. Did 

anything stop you from yelling to her to come help.

I don’t get that.

…Okay. Did—was there anything that would stop you from trying to yell?—Or ask 

your mom for help?

No.

…And did anybody ever put anything over your mouth to stop you from yelling?

No.

These questions demonstrated jurors’ misconception that children physically and verbally 

resist abuse. When confronted with testimony that contradicts, jurors tried to elicit 

explanations from the child. In the examples above, even jurors’ plausible explanations for a 

lack of resistance reveal the misconception that CSA is forceful.

Jurors also asked about the duration and sequence of abuse, the frequency of abuse, and in 

cases of repeated abuse, which acts occurred during different incidents (n = 11, 16%). As 

children’s testimonies rarely included explicit statements about the duration or sequence of 

abuse acts, jurors may have used these questions to clarify the frequency of abuse and the 

sequence and duration of specific acts (e.g., “Q. The defense attorney asked you about 

licking. Was there any licking done by [Defendant] during the first incident, the birthday 

incident? A. Yes.”).

Six (9%) lines of questioning revealed overt plausibility concerns about abuse interactions. 

These lines of questioning framed the abuse as an accident or misunderstanding, and in one 

case, suggested that someone other than the defendant committed the alleged offense. In a 

case involving a single incident of sexual touching, a 10-year-old girl testified that her 
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friend’s father touched her vagina through the zipper of her shorts, which had been left open. 

The following line of questioning reveals concern that the act could have been 

misunderstood: “Q…. Is it possible that he was trying to close your zipper on your pants? A. 

What is possible? Q. Could he have been trying to close your zipper? A. No.”

Altogether, abuse interaction questions revealed sources of confusion about children’s 

descriptions. Some, as in the case with abuse mechanics and timing questions, reflected 

confusion resulting from children’s struggle to clearly describe abuse. Others, particularly 

questions about lack of force and resistance and questions framing abuse as accidental, 

reflected jurors surprise at children’s narratives and their attempts to resolve plausibility 

concerns.

CONTEXTUAL DETAILS

Jurors asked 72 lines of questioning about the context of specific abuse events including the 

presence of witnesses and the defendant’s attempts to make abuse more private (n = 29, 

40%); the time, location, and actions leading up to or immediately following the abuse event 

(n = 20, 28%); requests for motives or explanations of how/why the child or defendant acted 

in certain ways (n = 16, 22%); and other miscellaneous details (n = 7, 10%). As the majority 

of children described abuse by someone they knew, most incidents occurred in the child’s or 

defendant’s home, often while other household members were present or nearby. Jurors’ 

questions about where a particular family member was, or if the defendant closed or locked 

the door indicate their surprise that perpetrators of CSA abuse children when risk of 

detection seems high and their concerns about the plausibility of such circumstances (e.g., 

“Q. Where were your siblings or your mom during the above-mentioned times? A. 

Sometimes the kids were over at the house, maybe downstairs or in the other room watching 

tv, or they would be outside playing, and my mom usually wasn’t home. Q. Did your 

siblings ever ask what you and [Defendant] were doing behind closed doors in the hotel? A. 

No.”).

Jurors also asked lines of questioning about the abuse context, including the time of day, 

how long the child was swimming/reading/watching TV before the abuse occurred, and 

which home or room the abuse occurred in (n = 20, 28%). Eight (11%) of these lines of 

questioning asked for more details or clarifications about the specific abuse location. 

Although seemingly neutral, these lines of questioning sometimes reveal subtle plausibility 

concerns. For example, an 11-year-old girl alleging repeated nonpenetrative abuse by a 

family friend testified that the first incident occurred while she and the defendant were 

sitting on a couch under a blanket, watching TV. One juror asked for more details about the 

temperature of the room, perhaps to determine if a blanket would have been suspicious, and 

therefore, implausible: “Q. Do you remember anything about the room temperature that 

night? Was it cold or hot or somewhere in between? Do you recall that at all? A. Cold. Q. 

You think it was cold in the room? A. Yeah, a little bit colder than hot. Q. A little bit cold. 

Compared to how it is today in the courtroom, how would you say? A. Cold. Q. It was 

colder than it is in here today? A. Yes.”

Other contextual details questions asked about plausibility issues more explicitly (n = 16, 

22%). These used “how” phrases to elicit more detailed descriptions of seemingly 
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implausible events and “why” phrases to elicit explanations for the child’s or defendant’s 

seemingly risky or unnecessary actions. In one case, a 16-year-old girl testified about 

repeated nonpenetrative abuse by a man with whom the child and her family lived. One 

incident occurred while the child was showering in the defendant’s bathroom, an act at least 

two jurors perceived as odd or risky. They asked questions to elicit an explanation:

The first question, why were you showering in [Defendant]’s master bathroom 

instead of another shower in the house?

The other shower was broken or something, and nobody used it. He had everybody 

shower in his bathroom because the other shower was broken.

Why didn’t you use the other bathroom?

Why didn’t I?

Correct.

Because it was broken.

REACTION TO ABUSE

Jurors asked children 35 lines of questioning about children’s reactions to abuse, including 

emotional and physical responses (n = 19, 54%), attempts to avoid the defendant (n = 8, 

23%), recognition of abuse as abuse (n = 5, 14%), and miscellaneous questions about their 

reactions (n = 3, 9%). Of the 19 emotional and physical response questions, 10 (29%) asked 

children specifically about emotional responses—fear and embarrassment—and nine 

questions asked why children reacted (emotionally and physically) the way they did. Jurors 

may be assessing emotional trauma or eliciting explanations for children’s reactions, 

especially when they are inconsistent with expectations. For example, one 9-year-old boy 

alleging repeated nonpenetrative abuse by his grandfather testified that he initially denied 

any abuse when his mother asked because he was embarrassed. One surprised juror asked 

the following questions:

You said that one of the reasons that you didn’t talk about this, was that because you 

were embarrassed by it. You were just a six or seven year old little boy. What would 

make you embarrassed about something like that?

Not sure.

Do you know why you felt embarrassed to talk about it?

No.

But you did feel embarrassed?

Yes.

Questions about fear and embarrassment reveal jurors’ attempts to understand why children 

delay disclosure and maintain contact with defendants. Misconceptions about immediate 

disclosure and resistance may also elicit surprise when jurors hear testimonies about 

repeated abuse by family members, as revealed by the eight (23%) lines of questioning that 

explicitly asked about attempts to avoid the defendant. For example, one 14-year-old boy 
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alleged repeated penetrative abuse by his grandfather. He testified that he went to the 

defendant’s home and slept in the defendant’s bed often and that abuse occurred almost 

every visit. Responding to this seemingly unlikely narrative, jurors asked about the child’s 

attempts to avoid abuse:

Did you ever ask your parents not to send you to [Defendant]’s home after these 

alleged acts of abuse started?

Yes.

When did you do that?

About the third time that it happened I started getting worried about it, thinking that it 

wouldn’t stop. So I tried to ask my mom if I could just stay home. She didn’t think 

anything was going on, so she just said that my grandfather loved me so it would be 

nice if I could spend some time with him.

So you asked if you could not go, and she encouraged you to go?

Yes.

And you kept going?

Yes.

…When you were at your grandfather’s house, did you ever ask to sleep with your 

cousins, or sleep in a different room than the room your grandfather was in?

No, not really.

How come?

Because most of the time I don’t think—I would think that he would stop doing that 

stuff with me. I trusted him that he would end up stopping. So that is why I didn’t 

really tell anybody until he ended up putting his mouth on my penis, because that was 

basically the last straw.

These questions reveal expectations that the child should have protected himself, especially 

as the abuse was repetitive and predictable. While the initial questioning recognizes limits 

on the child’s agency—children are inclined to do what they are told by adults, especially 

their parents—the second line of questioning shows that jurors expect some kind of 

resistance. Such expectations overlook children’s typically close emotional or familial 

relationship with CSA perpetrators, which may impede their ability to resist or avoid 

repeated abuse by loved ones.

Finally, jurors asked questions assessing children’s recognition of abuse as abuse (n = 5, 

14%). In a few cases, despite ongoing, severe abuse over a number of years, children did not 

initially recognize that what was happening was wrong. For example, a question posed to a 

16-year-old girl alleging repeated, penetrative abuse by her father over a number of years 

revealed a juror’s attempt to reconcile the discrepancy between the misconception that abuse 

would be obvious, painful, and traumatic for the child, and the child’s seemingly implausible 

reaction: “Q. And you said earlier that you were about 13 when you realized what your 

father had been doing might not be proper; do you remember that? A. Yes. Q. What 
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happened that made you realize that when you were 13? A. I don’t know. Just something in 

my mind clicked and I was just like this doesn’t seem normal and you never hear anybody 

talking about it, like, “oh, I was with my dad,” and it just didn’t seem—just didn’t seem 

right.”

DISCLOSURE

Reactions to abuse are closely related to disclosure (n = 52), and 38% (n = 20) of disclosure 

questions asked about disclosure delays. Jurors also asked about the truthfulness of 

allegations and suggestive influences (n = 19, 37%), and other miscellaneous topics related 

to disclosure (n = 13, 25%), such as whether or not the child disclosed to certain individuals, 

what the child did or did not disclose, the location of others (not victims) during disclosure, 

opportunities to disclose, and the reaction of others to the child’s disclosure.

Eleven (21%) lines of questioning assessed how long the child delayed disclosure. These 

included simple questions asking when the child disclosed or was interviewed by the police, 

his or her age at the time of disclosure/interview, and more explicitly, the amount of time 

between abuse and disclosure (e.g., “Q. How long after these incidents occurred did—how 

long after the incidents did you wait to tell your mom? In other words, how often after these 

incidents did you tell your mom? A. I don’t know basically.”). Concern with disclosure 

delay was also evident in nine (17%) lines of questioning asking why the child did or did not 

disclose, or what prompted their eventual disclosure. For example, a 9-year-old boy alleging 

repeated nonpenetrative abuse by his grandfather testified that his mother asked him more 

than once if anyone had touched him inappropriately, yet he denied abuse and delayed 

disclosure for some time. One juror asked why the child finally decided to disclose:

You said that your mom asked you a number of times that morning if these things 

were happening. Do you remember that?

Yes.

And, why was it that you finally were ultimately told your mom these things 

happened?

Well, once my mom told me that [Other victim] admitted it, then I knew that I wasn’t 

the only one. So I told her.

All right. Did it make you more comfortable to think that you weren’t the only one, 

and that you could talk about this?

Yes.

Although these questions rarely referred explicitly to disclosure delays, they showed jurors’ 

attempts to understand why children delay disclosure and what motivates their (eventual) 

disclosures. Such questions subtly revealed both jurors’ misconception that children disclose 

abuse immediately and their suspicion about the credibility of delayed disclosures. 

Credibility concerns were also revealed in 12 (23%) lines of questioning about suggestive 

influences. Especially in cases involving allegations or testimony from multiple victims, 

jurors asked children if they knew other victims or about their allegations, if they spoke to 

other victims about the abuse, and if other victims were present at the time of disclosure 

ST. GEORGE et al. Page 12

Crim Justice Behav. Author manuscript; available in PMC 2021 March 03.

A
uthor M

anuscript
A

uthor M
anuscript

A
uthor M

anuscript
A

uthor M
anuscript



(e.g., “Q…. Have you ever heard about [Other victim]’s allegations against your 

grandfather? A. Can you put that in kind of smaller words? Q. Do you know that [Other 

victim] has made accusations against your grandfather? A. Yes.”).

Jurors also asked explicit questions about lying and truthfulness (n = 7, 14%). Jurors posed 

six of these lines of questioning to children who recanted their allegations, asking why they 

alleged abuse if in fact, it did not occur. Questions about reasons for recanting suggest that 

jurors are concerned about the credibility of recantations, just as they are concerned about 

the credibility of disclosures. In one case, three sisters aged 14, 17, and 25 years at different 

times alleged and then recanted abuse by their father. The youngest child testified that she 

alleged abuse because she was tired of her father’s strict rules, and she wanted him removed 

from their home. One juror’s doubts were revealed:

If he [the Defendant] wasn’t living in the house that time, why would you need to talk 

to the detectives or lie about the molestation if he wasn’t living there anyway?

Because—I still don’t get it.

Your father was not living with you at the time you made the allegations; is that true?

Yeah.

And why would you tell the detectives about a molestation or make up a story if he 

wasn’t living with you anyway? If he wasn’t living with you anyway, why did you 

need to tell a story to get him out of the house if he wasn’t living with you anyway?

Because he would tell them like what I couldn’t wear, what I couldn’t do.

Even though he wasn’t living there?

Yeah.

BACKGROUND DETAILS

Background details (n = 102) was the most varied topic, including questions about the 

timeline of events and living arrangements (n = 31, 30%), children’s relationships (n = 16, 

16%), children’s non-abuse-related activities (n = 17, 17%), sexual education or exposure (n 
= 10, 10%), issues associated with mistaken identity (n = 8, 8%), and other miscellaneous 

topics (n = 16, 16%). Timeline and living arrangement questions revealed jurors’ concerns 

with contextualizing the abuse within the broader circumstances of the child’s life, including 

where the child lived, when, and for how long; parents’ work schedules; who the child lived 

with; and sleeping arrangements of family members (e.g., “Q. Did your grandfather live with 

you? A. Yes. Wait. At which house? Q. Why don’t I ask it this way? Did your grandfather 

ever live with you? A. Yes. Q. And when was that? A. That was in the third house by liberty. 

And that’s the only house that he lived with us in.”). Taken together, these questions showed 

concern with clarifying the general timeline and location of abuse and disclosure events, as 

well as who was present in the child’s life at the time.

Jurors also asked about the child’s relationships with various individuals, including with 

person(s) the child disclosed to, other victims, and the defendant (n = 16, 16%; for example, 

“Q…. I am uncertain the reason [Child] and [Friend] are no longer friends. Could she 
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clarify? …they were friends at the start when [Friend] supported her then. So it makes me 

confused …”). Half of the relationship questions asked specifically about the child’s 

relationship with the defendant, including how often the child spent time with the defendant, 

how the child addressed the defendant, and how the child felt about the defendant (n = 8, 

8%; for example, “Q. Other than the incidents that you’ve described, did you like or respect 

[Defendant] as a father figure?”). These questions showed concern about the intimacy 

between children and defendants.

Jurors also displayed interest in children’s experiences and activities that were unrelated to 

children’s descriptions of the abuse incident or disclosure, including school, hobbies, and 

habitual drug use (n = 17, 17%; for example, “Q…. Do you play a lot of video games? A. 

Yes. Q. What sort of video games do you play? A. Wrestling. Q. You are pretty good at 

those? A. Yes.”). Fifty-nine percent of these nonabuse activity questions brought up new 

topics not previously discussed in testimony. Similarly, half of the 10 questions about sexual 

education and exposure referred to new topics. These questions asked whether children had 

learned about sex, good touch/bad touch, or stranger danger in school or from their parents, 

as well as exposure to nudity, sex, or pornography other than by the defendant. Generally, 

sexual education questions revealed surprise that children lacked enough sexual knowledge 

to recognize abuse as abuse or avoid harm. For example, a 16-year-old girl alleged that her 

adoptive father repeatedly abused her from the age of 8 years until 15 years, including 

penetration. Although she had discussed good touch/bad touch with her adoptive mother, the 

child still did not recognize the defendant’s actions as abusive. This narrative led to the 

following question: “Q…. [Child], you said you were taught good touch and bad touch and 

that—or any other talk about inappropriate touching. Were you ever told that it was wrong 

for your father to touch you in a sexual manner? A. No.”

Other seemingly irrelevant questions revealed concerns that the child mistook the identity of 

the perpetrator (n = 8, 8%). For example, a 15-year-old girl alleged a single incident of 

penetrative abuse by her father during an overnight visit at his home. She testified that 

although she did not see who abused her, she knew the perpetrator was her father because he 

called her by her nickname and she felt his facial hair. Unconvinced, jurors asked various 

questions to determine if someone else present in the home could have plausibly committed 

the abuse, including: “Q. What does [Grandfather] look like? Is he clean-shaven?”; “Q. Did 

your father’s friends have facial hair?”; and “Q. Did the people who lived with your dad call 

you [Nickname]?” Fifty percent of lines of questioning revealing mistaken identity concerns 

asked about topics not previously mentioned. So even topics that seem irrelevant to the 

abuse narrative can, when read within the context of the testimony, reveal plausibility 

concerns. To the extent that these concerns go unaddressed, jurors may continue to doubt the 

defendant’s guilt.

Finally, jurors asked 16 (16%) miscellaneous questions about other background details. 

Most of these asked for clarifications about various topics previously discussed such as the 

nature and frequency of spankings described by two sisters, aged 15 and 16 years, who 

testified that their stepfather abused them while he punished them (n = 7, 7%); if a defendant 

also took the child’s brothers on tow truck rides with him (where he allegedly abused the 

female child; n = 2, 2%); and various clarifications. The variety of background details 
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brought up reveals both the variability of contexts in which children are abused, as well as 

the variability of jurors’ concerns.

DISCUSSION

The purpose of the present study was to assess what jurors ask children about in criminal 

trials assessing allegations of CSA. Ours is the first published study to do so. We predicted 

that (1) most questions would respond to previous testimony, (2) many questions would ask 

about the context and dynamics of specific abuse events, and (3) questions would reveal 

misconceptions about CSA. Our results support these hypotheses. As predicted, the majority 

of questions clarified topics children already discussed in testimony. To the extent that 

jurors’ questions reflect concerns related to assessments of guilt, this finding suggests that 

jurors methodically consider the evidence presented to them at trial. By extension, their 

verdicts are likely based primarily on assessments of this evidence rather than extralegal 

factors and external beliefs.

WHAT DID JURORS ASK ABOUT?

As predicted, a sizable portion of jurors’ questions (43%) asked about abuse interactions and 

contextual details of specific abuse events. These questions were especially likely to respond 

to earlier testimony, which makes sense. On the one hand, researchers find that children 

struggle to describe how abuse occurred, such as whether clothes were on or off, and if 

touching occurred under or over the clothes (Stolzenberg et al., 2017; Stolzenberg & Lyon, 

2017; Wylie et al., in press). Children also struggle to accurately characterize the temporal 

and spatial dimensions of abuse, such as frequency of acts and other types of enumeration 

(McWilliams et al., 2019; Wandrey et al., 2012). When these challenges translate into 

confusing descriptions of abuse, jurors may struggle to conceptualize how the abuse 

unfolded. When trying to organize the testimony they hear into a coherent story, they may 

ask clarifying questions about the context and dynamics of abuse simply because these parts 

of children’s narratives are unclear. For example, we found that 38% of abuse interaction 

questions asked about clothing and body placement, many of which seemed specifically 

designed to help jurors visualize the incident more clearly. Likewise, 97% of the abuse 

interaction and contextual detail questions asking about the frequency, duration, sequencing, 

and spatial characteristics of the abuse were clarifications of previous testimony. These 

results indicate that jurors respond to children’s difficulty in communicating the numeric and 

mechanical characteristics of abuse events by asking questions designed to clarify and help 

visualize these abuse details.

On the other hand, the context and dynamics of abuse may be the most relevant to jurors’ 

assessments of guilt. To return a guilty verdict, jurors must be confident that the defendant 

committed the act(s) for which she or he is charged (e.g., vaginal penetration versus fondling 

over clothes). Such a determination will depend almost entirely on if the child describes 

abuse acts consistent with the filed charges, and if jurors believe the child’s account of abuse 

is plausible. Details about what happened, including the actions and events leading up to the 

abuse, the presence of witnesses, and the extent of contact are critically important to jurors’ 

decisions. Even questions about clothing placement, which may help jurors visualize abuse, 
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may reflect genuine plausibility concerns. Researchers have written about how children’s 

confusing descriptions of clothing can make events seem unlikely as described, and how 

such descriptions have affected prior legal cases (Stolzenberg & Lyon, 2017). Jurors may ask 

relatively more questions about the context and dynamics of abuse because these aspects of 

testimony are the most relevant to assessing guilt of the charged offense. Consistent with 

Pennington and Hastie’s (1992) Story Model of jury decision-making, questions about abuse 

interaction and contextual details seem specifically designed to help jurors visualize a 

coherent narrative of the incident. Using questions to elicit more details and resolve 

inconsistencies may facilitate jurors’ construction of the story of abuse, which in turn helps 

jurors evaluate evidence and classify the story into its most plausible verdict category, guilty 

or not guilty.

Nevertheless, 30% of jury questions asked about background details tangential to the abuse 

events described, and 34% of these questions brought up topics not previously discussed in 

testimony. These findings indicate that jurors’ assessments of guilt may be influenced by 

details that are irrelevant to the legal elements of the crime charged and/or unrelated to the 

child’s narrative of specific abuse incidents or disclosure. Some of these topics were similar 

to rapport building questions attorneys use to make children feel more comfortable testifying 

(Ahern et al., 2015). Others reflected confusion about the unstable living situations children 

often described. Although seemingly benign, the frequency with which jurors asked about 

potentially irrelevant details without the prompt of prior testimony is worrisome; they 

indicate thoughts and concerns that may influence jury decision-making that were not 

precipitated by attorneys. To the extent that unaddressed concerns affect the plausibility of 

allegations or the credibility of children’s testimonies, failing to address them preemptively 

may reduce the likelihood of a guilty verdict. This may be especially true in jurisdictions 

that lack a process through which jurors can resolve outstanding questions and concerns. 

While most of the time jury questions—and by extension, their thoughts and concerns while 

deliberating—are directly influenced by the testimony they hear, the current data make clear 

that they also consider new lines of questioning, especially when these topics are more 

tangential to the abuse event.

MISCONCEPTIONS OF CSA

As predicted, jurors’ questions reflected misconceptions about CSA. The force/resistance 

myth emerged prominently: 30% of abuse interaction questions asked about force, threats, or 

resistance. Despite ample evidence that cases of CSA rarely included charges of force 

(Stolzenberg & Lyon, 2014a), the frequency of questions about force and resistance 

indicated that jurors expected children to describe forceful abuse and resistance. When these 

elements were lacking, jurors asked children explicitly about force and resistance.

Other dynamics of abuse, and associated misconceptions, also likely influenced questions. 

Forty percent of contextual detail questions asked about the presence of others, typically 

family members, during abuse, and the defendant’s attempts to ensure privacy. These 

questions reflect surprise that abuse could occur where the risk of discovery seems high. 

That the defendant would abuse the child in such a risky situation seems implausible. More 

subtly, these plausibility concerns may stem from expectations that the child does not know 
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the perpetrator (Cromer & Goldsmith, 2010). However, consistent with prior research on 

CSA victims (Paine & Hansen, 2002; Sas & Cunningham, 1995), the vast majority of 

children in this sample described abuse by someone known, often in their own homes and 

often while other family members were present. Questions about the defendant’s attempts to 

make the abuse private likewise indicated expectations that perpetrators will mitigate risk of 

discovery. This may be true somewhat—convicted CSA offenders describe attempts to self-

protect, such as assessing others’ suspicion about sexual abuse, before increasing the 

severity or frequency (Kaufman et al., 1998). Yet, many convicted offenders intentionally 

select victims they believed to be low risk, and perpetrators acknowledge they did not expect 

to be caught due to disclosure or discovery (Conte et al., 1989). As such, jurors’ questions 

reflecting confusion that the child would be alone with the defendant are discordant with the 

76% of children who described abuse by a primary caregiver, family member, or someone 

else living in the home. Children spending time alone with trusted individuals should not be 

surprising or suspicious, but normal.

Jurors’ questioning also revealed expectations that children should have disclosed sooner 

and actively avoided abuse once it began. Thirty-eight percent of jurors’ lines of questioning 

about disclosure revealed suspicion that children who delay disclosure are either lying about 

the allegations or have ulterior motives for (finally) disclosing. Fifty-four percent of reaction 

to abuse questions directly or indirectly sought explanations for how children responded to 

abuse. Furthermore, as already noted, questioning across categories provided clear evidence 

for misconceptions about child-perpetrator relationships and a common lack of force/

resistance, which relate to both the commonness of delayed disclosure and how children 

respond to abuse. As such, jurors’ questions ignore multiple realities about many CSA cases.

First, abuse usually unfolds gradually, slowly increasing in severity and frequency after 

grooming (Conte et al., 1989). Second, abuse is rarely forceful (Stolzenberg & Lyon, 

2014a). Third, children often love and trust their abusers and may not recognize their 

behavior as abuse for a lengthy period of time (Sas & Cunningham, 1995). Even when 

children do recognize abuse as wrong, they may trust the defendant will stop. Fourth, 

children are likely to delay their disclosures of abuse, particularly when the perpetrator is 

someone close to, or within, the family unit (Paine & Hansen, 2002; Sas & Cunningham, 

1995). Beyond the aforementioned factors, researchers find that peoples’ ability to disobey 

authority figures, and report their transgressions, including maltreatment, develops with age 

(Laupa et al., 1995; Lyon et al., 2010). Parents often control much of children’s lives and 

movements—such as what they eat (Robinson, 2000), what they watch on TV (Cardoza, 

2002), and where they play (Veitch et al., 2006). Therefore, children’s development and 

social status relative to adults may hinder their ability to assert needs and preferences—such 

as avoiding an abuser—to authority figures. Furthermore, children abused by people with 

whom they live may not have viable means of avoiding abuse. From the current findings, 

along with previous research that inconsistent expectations about force and continued 

contact between the child and alleged perpetrator relate to verdict decisions (Stolzenberg & 

Lyon, 2014a), more education is needed to overcome public misconceptions about CSA.
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LIMITATIONS AND FUTURE DIRECTIONS

The current data came from a single jurisdiction. It is possible that jurors’ perceptions in 

cases vary as a function of the population; it is likely that in different areas, jurors may be 

more, or less, aware of the realities of CSA. Yet, despite this limitation, the data came from 

one of the largest U.S. cities, over a long period of time. As such, we believe it may be 

representative of what many jurors might think. While methodology is limited by the 

jurisdictions that allow jury questions, research should examine how jurors question children 

in other areas.

We were unable to collect information on victim, defendant, or juror race, or juror gender. 

These factors have been shown in hypothetical scenarios to influence how jurors perceive 

cases of sexual violence (Bottoms et al., 2007), and future research should seek to include 

these in future analyses. In addition, we lacked official data on important case 

characteristics, including age during abuse and age at disclosure, so we were unable to 

determine the length of disclosure delays. Connolly and colleagues (2010; Connolly & 

Read, 2006) have shown that the length of disclosure delays influences credibility 

assessments, with particularly long delays—such as disclosures by adults about abuse 

occurring during childhood—resulting in greater suspicion and fewer guilty verdicts among 

judges and jurors. Consistent with this research, jurors’ questions commonly indicated 

concern about disclosure delays. However, lacking data on length of delay, we were unable 

to assess if longer delays predicted more questions and therefore greater concern. Future 

research should account for this factor in predicting when jurors ask questions about 

disclosure delays and to what extent it influences their deliberations and verdicts.

While we were able to categorize jurors’ questions under themes, it is impossible to fully 

ascertain the true intent of all questioning; our method is imperfect. Judges may have 

rephrased jurors’ questions to make them admissible. While we can presume a lot about 

jurors’ thinking based on their questions, we do not know the magnitude of their concerns. 

For example, when a juror asked a series of questions about delayed disclosure, this does not 

mean that they were significantly concerned about delayed disclosure; their questioning may 

reflect curiosity. It is also unclear if and how jury questions—and responses to them—affect 

jury deliberations and verdicts. It is impossible to determine from the questions alone 

whether children’s responses resolved concerns or caused confusion, or if jurors discussed 

the same concerns during deliberations. In the current study, 90% of cases resulted in 

convictions of at least one charge, suggesting that jurors tended to believe children, despite 

narratives that were inconsistent with expectations. Whether the high proportion of guilty 

verdicts in this jurisdiction is due to jurors’ opportunity to resolve misconception-related 

discrepancies and confusions during the questioning process is currently unclear. Future 

research should compare matched cases of CSA in jurisdictions with and without jury 

questions to determine if they improve the likelihood of conviction.

IMPLICATIONS AND CONCLUSIONS

As the first published study to qualitatively examine jurors’ questions in CSA cases, we 

demonstrate a new avenue for studying how jurors think about, respond to, and assess 

evidence in criminal trials. Furthermore, this study provides a unique opportunity to better 
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understand how jurors understand, evaluate, and assess children’s reports of alleged CSA. In 

support of our hypotheses, we found that jurors commonly focus on what the child reported 

during direct- and cross-examination. In addition, we found that jurors often had questions 

about the dynamics of abuse, the context surrounding abuse, and the child’s disclosure 

process. Finally, our findings suggest that jurors’ questions often reflected common 

misconceptions about CSA.

We believe that giving jurors the opportunity to follow-up on testimony that is unclear (or 

implausible) can improve the accuracy and efficacy of their assessments of the evidence 

presented to them. Even if prosecutors are aware of developmental and communication 

issues and try to mitigate them in their questioning styles, defense attorneys will use 

communication challenges to their own benefit. Hearing jurors’ questions could enable 

prosecutors to return to and clarify the parts of testimony children struggled to communicate

—like the abuse interaction. It may also allow prosecutors to dispel myths about CSA if it 

becomes evident they are influencing jurors’ thinking about the case, or to address myths 

preemptively in cases with discrepant characteristics. Furthermore, defense attorneys could 

reemphasize the implausibility of alleged abuse and disclosure details if jury questions 

reveal concern or surprise. Over time, defense attorneys may become aware of which 

strategies most effectively create reasonable doubt, improving their ability to challenge 

children’s credibility in concerning cases. Jury questions can therefore provide an important 

check in an adversarial process.

While our research reveals the utility of allowing jurors to ask questions, many jurisdictions 

lack procedures for allowing them. In the interest of fairness and justice, judges working in 

jurisdictions that allow but don’t require them to permit jury questions should encourage 

jurors to submit questions, so that both attorneys have the opportunity to improve their 

arguments. In jurisdictions that prohibit jury questions, findings from research on jurors’ 

questions can educate legal practitioners about how to more effectively present their cases.

Acknowledgments

This project was funded by an Early Career Program in the Social & Behavioral Sciences award to Dr. Stacia N. 
Stolzenberg from the National Institute of Justice (2016-R2-CX-0050), as well as grant HD087685 from the Eunice 
Kennedy Shriver National Institute of Child Health and Human Development. A portion of the data in this 
manuscript was presented in Anastacia Garcia-Johnson’s MS thesis.

Biography

Suzanne St. George (Coble) is working on her doctorate in the School of Criminology and 

Criminal Justice at Arizona State University. Her research focuses broadly on sexual 

violence, including theories of perpetration, rape myth acceptance, consent communication, 

and the processing of sexual assault cases in the criminal justice system. She is also 

interested in how race, gender, and sexuality intersections influence perceptions of and 

responses to rape.

Anastacia Garcia-Johnson completed her masters in Criminology and Criminal Justice at 

Arizona State University. She is currently working as a Court Appointed Special Advocate 

for the Maricopa County Superior Court.

ST. GEORGE et al. Page 19

Crim Justice Behav. Author manuscript; available in PMC 2021 March 03.

A
uthor M

anuscript
A

uthor M
anuscript

A
uthor M

anuscript
A

uthor M
anuscript



Emily Denne is a PhD student at Arizona State University studying the intersection of 

psychology and the law. Her research focuses on evidence and testimony in child sexual 

abuse cases.

Stacia N. Stolzenberg is an assistant professor in the School of Criminology and Criminal 

Justice at Arizona State University. She is also a core faculty for ASU’s program on Law 

and the Behavioral Sciences. Trained as an applied developmental psychologist who 

completed a 3-year postdoc at the University of Southern California’s Gould School of Law, 

Stolzenberg takes an interdisciplinary approach to studying children’s reports of 

maltreatment and then applying her work to the criminal justice system.

REFERENCES

Ahern EC, Stolzenberg SN, & Lyon TD (2015). Do prosecutors use interview instructions or build 
rapport with child witnesses? Behavioral Sciences & the Law, 33(4), 476–492. 10.1002/bsl.2183 
[PubMed: 26206485] 

Andrews SJ, & Lamb ME (2017). The structural linguistic complexity of lawyers’ questions and 
children’s responses in Scottish criminal courts. Child Abuse & Neglect, 65, 182–193. 10.1016/
j.chiabu.2017.01.022 [PubMed: 28189101] 

Andrews SJ, Lamb ME, & Lyon TD (2015). Question types, responsiveness and self-contradictions 
when prosecutors and defense attorneys question alleged victims of child sexual abuse. Applied 
Cognitive Psychology, 29(2), 253–261. 10.1002/acp.3103

Berliner L, & Barbieri MK (1984). The testimony of the child victim of sexual assault. Journal of 
Social Issues, 40(2), 125–137. 10.1111/j.1540-4560.1984.tb01097.x

Berman GL, Narby DJ, & Cutler BL (1995). Effects of inconsistent eyewitness statements on mock-
jurors’ evaluations of the eyewitness, perceptions of defendant culpability and verdicts. Law and 
Human Behavior, 19(1), 79–88. 10.1007/BF01499074

Bottoms BL, Golding JM, Stevenson MC, Wiley TRA, & Yozwiak JA (2007). A review of factors 
affecting jurors’ decisions in child sexual abuse cases. In Toglia MP, Read JD, Ross DF, & Lindsay 
RCL (Eds.), The handbook of eyewitness psychology, Vol. 1. Memory for events (pp. 509–543). 
Lawrence Erlbaum.

Calvert JF Jr., & Munsie-Benson M (1999). Public opinion and knowledge about childhood sexual 
abuse in a rural community. Child Abuse & Neglect, 23(7), 671–682. 10.1016/
S0145-2134(99)00038-1 [PubMed: 10442832] 

Cardoza K (2002). Parental control over children’s television viewing in India. Contemporary South 
Asia, 11(2), 135–161. 10.1080/0958493022000030140

Ceci SJ, & Bruck M (1993). Suggestibility of the child witness: A historical review and synthesis. 
Psychological Bulletin, 113(3), 403–439. 10.1037/0033-2909.113.3.403 [PubMed: 8316609] 

Ceci SJ, Loftus EF, Leichtman MD, & Bruck M (1994). The possible role of source misattributions in 
the creation of false beliefs among preschoolers. International Journal of Clinical and 
Experimental Hypnosis, 42(4), 304–320. 10.1080/00207149408409361

Collings SJ (1997). Development, reliability, and validity of the child sexual abuse myth scale. Journal 
of Interpersonal Violence, 12(5), 665–674. 10.1177/088626097012005004

Connolly DA, Gordon HM, Woiwod DM, & Price HL (2016). What children recall about a repeated 
event when one instance is different from the others. Developmental Psychology, 52(7), 1038–
1051. 10.1037/dev0000137 [PubMed: 27337511] 

Connolly DA, Price HL, & Gordon HM (2010). Judicial decision making in timely and delayed 
prosecutions of child sexual abuse in Canada: A study of honesty and cognitive ability in 
assessments of credibility. Psychology, Public Policy, and Law, 16(2), 177–199. 10.1037/a0019050

Connolly DA, & Read JD (2006). Delayed prosecutions of historic child sexual abuse: Analyses of 
2064 Canadian criminal complaints. Law and Human Behavior, 30(4), 409–434. 10.1007/
s10979-006-9011-6 [PubMed: 16718582] 

ST. GEORGE et al. Page 20

Crim Justice Behav. Author manuscript; available in PMC 2021 March 03.

A
uthor M

anuscript
A

uthor M
anuscript

A
uthor M

anuscript
A

uthor M
anuscript



Conte JR, Wolf S, & Smith T (1989). What sexual offenders tell us about prevention strategies. Child 
Abuse & Neglect, 13(2), 293–301. 10.1016/0145-2134(89)90016-1 [PubMed: 2743186] 

Cromer LD, & Goldsmith RE (2010). Child sexual abuse myths: Attitudes, beliefs, and individual 
differences. Journal of Child Sexual Abuse, 19(6), 618–647. 10.1080/10538712.2010.522493 
[PubMed: 21113832] 

Davies M, & Rogers P (2009). Perceptions of blame and credibility toward victims of childhood sexual 
abuse: Differences across victim age, victim-perpetrator relationship, and respondent gender in a 
depicted case. Journal of Child Sexual Abuse, 18(1), 78–92. 10.1177/0886260506298827 
[PubMed: 19197616] 

Denne E, Sullivan C, Ernest K, & Stolzenberg SN (2020). Assessing children’s credibility in 
courtroom investigations of alleged child sexual abuse: Suggestibility, plausibility and consistency. 
Child Maltreatment, 25(2), 224–232. 10.1177/1077559519872825 [PubMed: 31495202] 

Erdelyi MH (2010). The ups and downs of memory. American Psychologist, 65(7), 623–633. 10.1037/
a0020440

Finkelhor D, Hammer H, & Sedlack AJ (2008). Sexually assaulted children: National estimates and 
characteristics (Juvenile Justice Bulletin—NCJ214383). U.S. Government Printing Office.

Goodman GS, Bottoms BL, Herscovici BB, & Shaver P (1989). Determinants of the child victim’s 
perceived credibility. In Ceci SJ, Ross DF, & Toglia MP (Eds.), Perspectives on children’s 
testimony (pp. 1–22). Springer.

Goodman GS, Taub EP, Jones DP, England P, Port LK, Rudy L, & Prado L (1992). Testifying in 
criminal court: Emotional effects on child sexual assault victims. Monographs of the Society for 
Research in Child Development, 57(5), 1–161.

Hershkowitz I, Lanes O, & Lamb ME (2007). Exploring the disclosure of child sexual abuse with 
alleged victims and their parents. Child Abuse & Neglect, 31(2), 111–123. 10.1016/
j.chiabu.2006.09.005 [PubMed: 17316793] 

Jaffe P, Wilson SK, & Sas L (1987). Court testimony of child sexual abuse victims: Emerging issues in 
clinical assessments. Canadian Psychology/Psychologie canadienne, 28(3), 291–295. 10.1037/
h0079906

Kaufman KL, Holmberg JK, Orts KA, McCrady FE, Rotzien AL, Daleiden EL, & Hilliker DR (1998). 
Factors influencing sexual offenders’ modus operandi: An examination of victim-offender 
relatedness and age. Child Maltreatment, 3(4), 349–361. 10.1177/1077559598003004007

Klemfuss JZ, Cleveland KC, Quas JA, & Lyon TD (2017). Relations between attorney temporal 
structure and children’s response productivity in cases of alleged child sexual abuse. Legal and 
Criminological Psychology, 22(2), 228–241. 10.1111/lcrp.12096 [PubMed: 29062265] 

Klemfuss JZ, Quas JA, & Lyon TD (2014). Attorneys’ questions and children’s productivity in child 
sexual abuse criminal trials. Applied Cognitive Psychology, 28(5), 780–788. 10.1002/acp.3048 
[PubMed: 25866442] 

Laupa M, Turiel E, & Cowan PA (1995). Obedience to authority in children and adults. In Killen M & 
Hart D (Eds.), Morality in everyday life: Developmental perspectives (pp. 131–165). Cambridge 
University Press.

Lyon TD, Ahern EC, Malloy LC, & Quas JA (2010). Children’s reasoning about disclosing adult 
transgressions: Effects of maltreatment, child age, and adult identity. Child Development, 81(6), 
1714–1728. 10.1111/j.1467-8624.2010.01505.x [PubMed: 21077859] 

Lyon TD, & Stolzenberg SN (2014). Children’s memory for conversations about sexual abuse: Legal 
and psychological implication. Roger Williams University Law Review, 19, 411–450.

Malloy LC, Brubacher SP, & Lamb ME (2013). “Because she’s one who listens” children discuss 
disclosure recipients in forensic interviews. Child Maltreatment, 18(4), 245–251. 
10.1177/1077559513497250 [PubMed: 23897746] 

McElvaney R (2015). Disclosure of child sexual abuse: Delays, non-disclosure and partial disclosure. 
What the research tells us and implications for practice. Child Abuse Review, 24(3), 159–169. 
10.1002/car.2280

McGee H, O’Higgins M, Garavan R, & Conroy R (2011). Rape and child sexual abuse: What beliefs 
persist about motives, perpetrators, and survivors? Journal of Interpersonal Violence, 26(17), 
3580–3593. 10.1177/0886260511403762 [PubMed: 21859758] 

ST. GEORGE et al. Page 21

Crim Justice Behav. Author manuscript; available in PMC 2021 March 03.

A
uthor M

anuscript
A

uthor M
anuscript

A
uthor M

anuscript
A

uthor M
anuscript



McWilliams K, Lyon TD, & Quas JA (2019). Maltreated children’s ability to make temporal 
judgments using a recurring landmark event. Journal of Interpersonal Violence, 34(4), 873–883. 
10.1177/0886260516645812 [PubMed: 27106254] 

Morison S, & Greene E (1992). Juror and expert knowledge of child sexual abuse. Child Abuse & 
Neglect, 16(4), 595–613. 10.1016/0145-2134(92)90075-3 [PubMed: 1393722] 

Myers JE, Redlich AD, Goodman GS, Prizmich LP, & Imwinkelried E (1999). Jurors’ perceptions of 
hearsay in child sexual abuse cases. Psychology, Public Policy, and Law, 5(2), 388–419. 
10.1037/1076-8971.5.2.388

Paine ML, & Hansen DJ (2002). Factors influencing children to self-disclose sexual abuse. Clinical 
Psychology Review, 22(2), 271–295. 10.1016/S0272-7358(01)00091-5 [PubMed: 11806022] 

Pennington N, & Hastie R (1992). Explaining the evidence: Tests of the Story Model for juror decision 
making. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 62(2), 189–206. 
10.1037/0022-3514.62.2.189

Quas JA, Thompson WC, Alison K, & Stewart C (2005). Do jurors “know” what isn’t so about child 
witnesses? Law and Human Behavior, 29(4), 425–456. https://doi.apa.org/getdoi.cfm?
doi=10.1007/s10979-005-5523-8 [PubMed: 16133948] 

Roberts KP, & Blades M (1999). Children’s memory and source monitoring of real-life and televised 
events. Journal of Applied Developmental Psychology, 20(4), 575–596. 10.1016/
S0193-3973(99)00030-1

Robinson S (2000). Children’s perceptions of who controls their food. Journal of Human Nutrition and 
Dietetics, 13(3), 163–171. 10.1046/j.1365-277x.2000.00229.x [PubMed: 12383123] 

Rogers P, Davies M, & Cottam LJ (2010). Perpetrator coercion, victim resistance and respondent 
gender: Their impact on blame attributions in a hypothetical child sexual abuse case. Journal of 
Aggression, Conflict and Peace Research, 2(3), 25–35. 10.5042/jacpr.2010.0334

Rogers P, Lowe M, & Boardman M (2014). The roles of victim symptomology, victim resistance and 
respondent gender on perceptions of a hypothetical child sexual abuse case. Journal of Forensic 
Practice, 16(1), 18–31. 10.1108/JFP-08-2012-0004

Rubin ML, & Thelen MH (1996). Factors influencing believing and blaming in reports of child sexual 
abuse: Survey of a community sample. Journal of Child Sexual Abuse, 5(2), 81–100. 10.1300/
J070v05n02_05

Sas LD, & Cunningham AH (1995). Tipping the balance to tell the secret: The public discovery of 
child sexual abuse. London Family Court Clinic.

Schmidt CW, & Brigham JC (1996). Jurors’ perceptions of child victim-witnesses in a simulated 
sexual abuse trial. Law and Human Behavior, 20(6), 581–606. 10.1007/BF01499233

Schuman DC (1986). False allegations of physical and sexual abuse. Bulletin of the American 
Academy of Psychiatry and the Law, 14(1), 5–21. https://pdfs.semanticscholar.org/
2ff8/31494c395788ce8eb12dbe5b7aa8fc2b6860.pdf

Smith DW, Letourneau EJ, Saunders BE, Kilpatrick DG, Resnick HS, & Best CL (2000). Delay in 
disclosure of childhood rape: Results from a national survey. Child Abuse & Neglect, 24(2), 273–
287. 10.1016/S0145-2134(99)00130-1 [PubMed: 10695522] 

Snyder HN (2000). Sexual assault of young children as reported to law enforcement: Victim, incident, 
and offender characteristics. Bureau of Justice Statistics, Office of Justice Programs, U.S. 
Department of Justice.

Stolzenberg SN, & Lyon TD (2014a). Evidence summarized in attorneys’ closing arguments predicts 
acquittals in criminal trials of child sexual abuse. Child Maltreatment, 19(2), 119–129. 
10.1177/1077559514539388 [PubMed: 24920247] 

Stolzenberg SN, & Lyon TD (2014b). How attorneys question children about the dynamics of sexual 
abuse and disclosure in criminal trials. Psychology, Public Policy, and Law, 20(1), 19–30. https://
ssrn.com/abstract=2682830

Stolzenberg SN, & Lyon TD (2017). “Where were your clothes?” Eliciting descriptions of clothing 
placement from children alleging sexual abuse in criminal trials and forensic interviews. Legal and 
Criminological Psychology, 22(2), 197–212. 10.1111/lcrp.12094 [PubMed: 28890662] 

ST. GEORGE et al. Page 22

Crim Justice Behav. Author manuscript; available in PMC 2021 March 03.

A
uthor M

anuscript
A

uthor M
anuscript

A
uthor M

anuscript
A

uthor M
anuscript

https://doi.apa.org/getdoi.cfm?doi=10.1007/s10979-005-5523-8
https://doi.apa.org/getdoi.cfm?doi=10.1007/s10979-005-5523-8
https://pdfs.semanticscholar.org/2ff8/31494c395788ce8eb12dbe5b7aa8fc2b6860.pdf
https://pdfs.semanticscholar.org/2ff8/31494c395788ce8eb12dbe5b7aa8fc2b6860.pdf
https://ssrn.com/abstract=2682830
https://ssrn.com/abstract=2682830


Stolzenberg SN, McWilliams K, & Lyon TD (2017). Spatial language, question type, and young 
children’s ability to describe clothing: Legal and developmental implications. Law and Human 
Behavior, 41(4), 398–409. 10.1037/lhb0000237 [PubMed: 28150976] 

USLegal. (2020). Questioning of witnesses by jurors. https://courts.uslegal.com/jury-system/issues-
pertaining-to-the-jurys-performance-of-its-duties/questioning-of-witnesses-by-jurors/

Veitch J, Bagley S, Ball K, & Salmon J (2006). Where do children usually play? A qualitative study of 
parents’ perceptions of influences on children’s active free-play. Health & Place, 12(4), 383–393. 
10.1016/j.health-place.2005.02.009 [PubMed: 16814197] 

Wandrey L, Lyon TD, Quas JA, & Friedman WJ (2012). Maltreated children’s ability to estimate 
temporal location and numerosity of placement changes and court visits. Psychology, Public 
Policy, and Law, 18(1), 79–104. 10.1037/a0024812

Wylie B, Stolzenberg S, McWilliams K, Evans AD, & Lyon TD (in press). Young children’s ability to 
describe intermediate clothing placement. Child Maltreatment. 10.1177/1077559520930825

Zajac R, Gross J, & Hayne H (2003). Asked and answered: Questioning children in the courtroom. 
Psychiatry, Psychology and Law, 10(1), 199–209. 10.1080/13218710802620448Q

ST. GEORGE et al. Page 23

Crim Justice Behav. Author manuscript; available in PMC 2021 March 03.

A
uthor M

anuscript
A

uthor M
anuscript

A
uthor M

anuscript
A

uthor M
anuscript

https://courts.uslegal.com/jury-system/issues-pertaining-to-the-jurys-performance-of-its-duties/questioning-of-witnesses-by-jurors/
https://courts.uslegal.com/jury-system/issues-pertaining-to-the-jurys-performance-of-its-duties/questioning-of-witnesses-by-jurors/


A
uthor M

anuscript
A

uthor M
anuscript

A
uthor M

anuscript
A

uthor M
anuscript

ST. GEORGE et al. Page 24

Ta
b

le
 1

:

D
ef

in
iti

on
s,

 E
xa

m
pl

es
, a

nd
 F

re
qu

en
cy

 o
f 

To
pi

cs
 a

nd
 S

ub
to

pi
cs

, a
nd

 P
ro

po
rt

io
n 

of
 C

la
ri

fi
ca

tio
ns

F
re

qu
en

cy
C

la
ri

fi
ca

ti
on

a

C
at

eg
or

y
D

ef
in

it
io

n 
(E

xa
m

pl
e)

N
%

 
to

ta
l

%
 c

at
eg

or
y

N
%

A
bu

se
 in

te
ra

ct
io

n
C

hi
ld

-d
ef

en
da

nt
 in

te
ra

ct
io

n/
co

nv
er

sa
tio

ns
/p

os
iti

on
s 

at
 ti

m
e 

of
 a

bu
se

70
21

.1
10

0
63

90
.0

 
A

bu
se

 m
ec

ha
ni

cs
C

lo
th

in
g,

 b
od

y 
pa

rt
s,

 c
lo

th
in

g/
bo

dy
 p

os
iti

on
; e

ja
cu

la
tio

n;
 c

hi
ld

/d
ef

en
da

nt
 a

ct
io

ns
 (

ot
he

r 
th

an
 f

or
ce

/r
es

is
ta

nc
e)

 (
W

he
re

 
w

er
e 

yo
ur

 c
lo

th
es

 w
he

n 
he

 w
as

 to
uc

hi
ng

 y
ou

?)
29

41
.4

 
Fo

rc
e/

th
re

at
s/

re
si

st
an

ce
D

ef
en

da
nt

’s
 u

se
 o

f 
fo

rc
e,

 r
es

tr
ai

nt
; c

hi
ld

’s
 v

er
ba

l/p
hy

si
ca

l r
es

is
ta

nc
e;

 d
ef

en
da

nt
’s

 th
re

at
s 

no
t t

o 
te

ll 
(D

id
 h

e 
sa

y 
he

 
w

ou
ld

 h
ur

t y
ou

 if
 y

ou
 to

ld
?)

21
30

.0

 
D

ur
at

io
n/

fr
eq

ue
nc

y/
se

qu
en

ce
D

ur
at

io
n/

se
qu

en
ce

 o
f 

ab
us

e 
ac

ts
; f

re
qu

en
cy

 o
f 

ab
us

e;
 w

hi
ch

 a
bu

se
 a

ct
s 

oc
cu

rr
ed

 in
 d

if
fe

re
nt

 in
ci

de
nt

s 
(D

id
 h

e 
to

uc
h 

yo
u 

ev
er

 ti
m

e 
yo

u 
vi

si
te

d?
)

11
15

.7

 
A

cc
id

en
t/m

is
ta

ke
n 

id
en

tit
y

A
bu

se
/to

uc
hi

ng
 w

as
 a

cc
id

en
ta

l; 
ch

ild
 m

is
un

de
rs

to
od

 d
ef

en
da

nt
’s

 a
ct

io
ns

; c
hi

ld
 m

is
to

ok
 id

en
tit

y 
of

 a
bu

se
r 

(H
ow

 d
o 

yo
u 

kn
ow

 it
 w

as
 h

im
 if

 y
ou

r e
ye

s 
w

er
e 

cl
os

ed
?)

6
8.

6

 
M

is
ce

lla
ne

ou
s

A
bu

se
 b

y 
ot

he
r 

pe
rp

et
ra

to
r(

s)
; d

ef
en

da
nt

’s
 r

ea
ct

io
n 

to
 w

itn
es

se
s;

 if
 a

bu
se

 o
cc

ur
re

d 
(s

ug
ge

st
ib

ili
ty

)
3

4.
3

C
on

te
xt

ua
l d

et
ai

ls
Ph

ys
ic

al
, t

em
po

ra
l, 

an
d 

be
ha

vi
or

al
 c

ha
ra

ct
er

is
tic

s 
of

 s
pe

ci
fi

c 
ab

us
e 

ev
en

ts
72

21
.8

10
0

69
95

.8

 
W

itn
es

se
s/

pr
iv

ac
y

L
oc

at
io

n 
of

 o
th

er
s 

du
ri

ng
 a

bu
se

; i
f 

do
or

s 
w

er
e 

cl
os

ed
/lo

ck
ed

; o
th

er
s’

 s
us

pi
ci

on
 (

W
he

re
 w

as
 y

ou
r m

om
 w

he
n 

he
 w

as
 

to
uc

hi
ng

 y
ou

?)
29

40
.3

 
T

im
e/

lo
ca

tio
n/

C
on

te
xt

H
ou

se
/r

oo
m

 w
he

re
 a

bu
se

 o
cc

ur
re

d;
 ti

m
e 

of
 d

ay
; t

em
pe

ra
tu

re
, l

ig
ht

in
g,

 f
ur

ni
tu

re
 a

rr
an

ge
m

en
t i

n 
ab

us
e 

lo
ca

tio
n;

 e
ve

nt
s/

ac
tiv

ity
 b

ef
or

e 
or

 im
m

ed
ia

te
ly

 a
ft

er
 a

bu
se

 (
H

ow
 lo

ng
 w

er
e 

yo
u 

sw
im

m
in

g 
be

fo
re

 th
e 

to
uc

hi
ng

 s
ta

rt
ed

?)
20

27
.8

 
H

ow
/w

hy
 e

xp
la

na
tio

ns
H

ow
 e

ve
nt

s 
oc

cu
rr

ed
 a

s 
de

sc
ri

be
d;

 w
hy

 c
hi

ld
/d

ef
en

da
nt

 a
ct

ed
 th

e 
w

ay
 d

es
cr

ib
ed

 (
H

ow
 c

ou
ld

 h
e 

w
ak

e 
yo

u 
up

 if
 y

ou
 

ar
e 

a 
ha

rd
 s

le
ep

er
?)

16
22

.2

 
M

is
ce

lla
ne

ou
s

C
hi

ld
’s

 u
se

 o
f 

po
rn

og
ra

ph
y;

 d
ef

en
da

nt
’s

 in
to

xi
ca

tio
n;

 m
is

c.
 c

la
ri

fi
ca

tio
ns

7
9.

7

R
ea

ct
io

n 
to

 a
bu

se
G

en
er

al
 e

m
ot

io
na

l a
nd

 p
hy

si
ca

l r
ea

ct
io

ns
 to

 a
bu

se
35

10
.6

10
0

29
91

.4

 
E

m
ot

io
na

l/p
hy

si
ca

l 
re

sp
on

se
s

If
 c

hi
ld

 f
el

t s
pe

ci
fi

c 
em

ot
io

ns
, a

ct
ed

 in
 s

pe
ci

fi
c 

w
ay

s;
 r

ea
so

n 
fo

r 
fe

el
in

gs
/a

ct
io

ns
 (

W
hy

 w
er

e 
yo

u 
sc

ar
ed

?)
19

54
.3

 
A

vo
id

an
ce

If
/h

ow
 c

hi
ld

 a
tte

m
pt

ed
 to

 a
vo

id
 d

ef
en

da
nt

/d
ef

en
da

nt
’s

 h
om

e;
 w

hy
 c

hi
ld

 s
pe

nt
 ti

m
e 

w
ith

 d
ef

en
da

nt
 a

ft
er

 f
ir

st
 in

ci
de

nt
; 

re
qu

es
ts

 to
 p

ar
en

ts
 to

 a
vo

id
 d

ef
en

da
nt

 (
W

hy
 d

id
 y

ou
 k

ee
p 

sp
en

di
ng

 ti
m

e 
w

ith
 th

e 
de

fe
nd

an
t a

ft
er

 th
e 

fi
rs

t t
im

e?
)

8
22

.9

 
R

ec
og

ni
tio

n
R

ec
og

ni
tio

n 
of

 d
ef

en
da

nt
’s

 a
ct

io
ns

 a
s 

ab
us

iv
e;

 f
ai

lu
re

 to
 r

ec
og

ni
ze

 a
bu

se
 a

s 
ab

us
e;

 u
nd

er
st

an
di

ng
 o

f 
ot

he
rs

 a
ct

io
ns

 a
s 

re
sp

on
di

ng
 to

 a
bu

se
 (

W
ha

t m
ad

e 
yo

u 
re

al
iz

e 
yo

ur
 d

ad
 w

as
 h

ur
tin

g 
yo

u?
)

5
14

.3

 
M

is
ce

lla
ne

ou
s

C
ou

ns
el

in
g;

 c
la

ri
fy

in
g 

em
ot

io
n/

re
ac

tio
n 

te
rm

s 
us

ed
3

8.
6

D
is

cl
os

ur
e

W
he

n,
 w

he
re

, t
o 

w
ho

m
 c

hi
ld

 d
is

cl
os

ed
; k

no
w

le
dg

e 
of

 a
lle

ga
tio

ns
/d

is
cl

os
ur

e 
of

 o
th

er
 v

ic
tim

s;
 c

on
ve

rs
at

io
ns

 w
ith

 o
th

er
 

vi
ct

im
s

52
15

.7
10

0
44

84
.6

 
D

el
ay

W
he

n 
ch

ild
 d

is
cl

os
ed

; a
ge

 a
t d

is
cl

os
ur

e;
 ti

m
e 

be
tw

ee
n 

ab
us

e 
an

d 
di

sc
lo

su
re

 (
H

ow
 o

ld
 w

er
e 

yo
u 

w
he

n 
yo

u 
fi

na
lly

 to
ld

 
so

m
eo

ne
?)

11
21

.2

 
R

ea
so

n 
fo

r 
de

la
y

R
ea

so
n 

fo
r 

di
sc

lo
si

ng
, n

ot
 d

is
cl

os
in

g,
 d

el
ay

in
g 

di
sc

lo
su

re
 (

W
hy

 d
id

n’
t y

ou
 te

ll 
yo

ur
 m

om
 a

ft
er

 th
e 

fi
rs

t t
im

e?
)

9
17

.3

Crim Justice Behav. Author manuscript; available in PMC 2021 March 03.



A
uthor M

anuscript
A

uthor M
anuscript

A
uthor M

anuscript
A

uthor M
anuscript

ST. GEORGE et al. Page 25

F
re

qu
en

cy
C

la
ri

fi
ca

ti
on

a

C
at

eg
or

y
D

ef
in

it
io

n 
(E

xa
m

pl
e)

N
%

 
to

ta
l

%
 c

at
eg

or
y

N
%

 
Su

gg
es

tiv
e 

in
fl

ue
nc

e
K

no
w

le
dg

e 
of

 o
th

er
 v

ic
tim

s/
al

le
ga

tio
ns

 o
f 

ot
he

r 
vi

ct
im

s;
 c

on
ve

rs
at

io
ns

 w
ith

 o
th

er
 v

ic
tim

s 
ab

ou
t a

bu
se

; p
re

se
nc

e 
of

 
ot

he
r 

vi
ct

im
s 

at
 c

hi
ld

’s
 d

is
cl

os
ur

e;
 p

re
se

nc
e 

of
 c

hi
ld

 a
t o

th
er

’s
 d

is
cl

os
ur

e 
(D

id
 y

ou
 a

nd
 y

ou
r s

is
te

r t
al

k 
ab

ou
t t

he
 

to
uc

hi
ng

?)

12
23

.1

 
Ly

in
g

If
/w

hy
 c

hi
ld

 li
ed

 a
bo

ut
 a

lle
ga

tio
ns

; r
ef

er
en

ce
s 

to
 ly

in
g/

di
sh

on
es

ty
 (

W
hy

 d
id

 y
ou

 te
ll 

th
e 

po
lic

e 
he

 to
uc

he
d 

yo
u 

if
 it

 
ne

ve
r h

ap
pe

ne
d?

)
7

13
.5

 
M

is
ce

lla
ne

ou
s

M
is

ce
lla

ne
ou

s 
de

ta
ils

 o
f 

di
sc

lo
su

re
 e

ve
nt

s 
(t

im
e 

of
 d

ay
, l

oc
at

io
n)

; d
is

cl
os

ur
e 

re
ci

pi
en

ts
; o

pp
or

tu
ni

tie
s 

to
 d

is
cl

os
e;

 
ot

he
rs

’ 
re

ac
tio

ns
 to

 c
hi

ld
’s

 d
is

cl
os

ur
e;

 m
ed

ic
al

 e
xa

m
13

25
.0

B
ac

kg
ro

un
d 

de
ta

ils
G

en
er

al
 in

fo
rm

at
io

n 
ab

ou
t t

he
 li

ve
s 

of
 c

hi
ld

 o
r d

ef
en

da
nt

10
2

30
.8

10
0

67
65

.7

 
T

im
el

in
e/

liv
in

g 
ar

ra
ng

em
en

ts
W

he
re

 c
hi

ld
 li

ve
d 

an
d 

fo
r 

ho
w

 lo
ng

; h
ou

se
ho

ld
/f

am
ily

 m
em

be
rs

; s
le

ep
in

g 
ar

ra
ng

em
en

ts
; p

ar
en

ts
’ 

w
or

k 
sc

he
du

le
s 

(H
ow

 lo
ng

 w
er

e 
yo

u 
in

 th
e 

ap
ar

tm
en

t b
ef

or
e 

m
ov

in
g 

to
 F

lo
ri

da
?)

31
30

.4

 
C

hi
ld

’s
 r

el
at

io
ns

hi
ps

C
hi

ld
’s

 r
el

at
io

ns
hi

ps
 w

ith
 f

ri
en

ds
, f

am
ily

 m
em

be
rs

, a
nd

 d
ef

en
da

nt
 (

D
id

 y
ou

 th
in

k 
of

 th
e 

de
fe

nd
an

t a
s 

yo
ur

 d
ad

?)
16

15
.7

 
N

on
ab

us
e 

ac
tiv

iti
es

C
hi

ld
’s

 h
ob

bi
es

, s
ch

oo
l/g

ra
de

s,
 u

se
 o

f 
te

ch
no

lo
gy

, v
id

eo
-g

am
es

, c
om

pu
te

rs
, p

ho
ne

s;
 h

ab
itu

al
 d

ru
g 

us
e 

(S
o 

yo
u 

ge
t 

go
od

 g
ra

de
s 

in
 s

ch
oo

l?
)

17
16

.7

 
Se

xu
al

 e
du

ca
tio

n
Se

xu
al

 e
du

ca
tio

n;
 g

oo
d 

to
uc

h-
ba

d 
to

uc
h;

 s
tr

an
ge

r 
da

ng
er

; e
xp

os
ur

e 
to

 n
ud

ity
/p

or
no

gr
ap

hy
 o

th
er

 th
an

 b
y 

de
fe

nd
an

t 
(H

av
e 

yo
u 

ev
er

 s
ee

n 
a 

m
ov

ie
 w

ith
 n

ak
ed

 p
eo

pl
e 

in
 it

?)
10

9.
8

 
M

is
ta

ke
n 

id
en

tit
y

C
ha

ra
ct

er
is

tic
s 

of
 o

th
er

s/
ot

he
rs

’ 
be

lo
ng

in
gs

 s
ug

ge
st

in
g 

m
is

ta
ke

n 
id

en
tit

y 
(D

oe
s 

yo
ur

 m
om

’s
 H

is
pa

ni
c 

fr
ie

nd
 h

av
e 

a 
re

d 
ca

r?
)

8
7.

8

 
M

is
ce

lla
ne

ou
s

N
at

ur
e/

fr
eq

ue
nc

y 
of

 p
un

is
hm

en
t; 

de
fe

nd
an

t’
s 

re
la

tio
ns

hi
p 

w
ith

 o
th

er
 c

hi
ld

re
n;

 m
is

c.
 d

ef
en

da
nt

 c
ha

ra
ct

er
is

tic
s;

 m
is

c.
 

cl
ar

if
ic

at
io

ns
16

15
.7

To
ta

l
33

1
10

0
—

27
9

84
.3

N
ot

e.

a C
la

ri
fy

in
g 

qu
es

tio
ns

 in
cl

ud
ed

: q
ue

st
io

ns
 a

lr
ea

dy
 a

sk
ed

 in
 p

re
vi

ou
s 

te
st

im
on

y;
 q

ue
st

io
ns

 c
la

ri
fy

in
g 

in
fo

rm
at

io
n 

co
ve

re
d 

in
 p

re
vi

ou
s 

te
st

im
on

y;
 q

ue
st

io
ns

 a
sk

in
g 

fo
r 

m
or

e 
sp

ec
if

ic
 d

et
ai

ls
 a

bo
ut

 to
pi

cs
 

co
ve

re
d 

in
 p

re
vi

ou
s 

te
st

im
on

y;
 q

ue
st

io
ns

 c
la

ri
fy

in
g 

or
 a

sk
in

g 
fo

r 
m

or
e 

sp
ec

if
ic

 d
et

ai
ls

 a
bo

ut
 to

pi
cs

/in
fo

rm
at

io
n 

co
ve

re
d 

in
 th

e 
te

st
im

on
y 

of
 o

th
er

 v
ic

tim
s.

Crim Justice Behav. Author manuscript; available in PMC 2021 March 03.


	Abstract
	JURORS’ MISCONCEPTIONS ABOUT CSA
	PROSECUTING AND DEFENDING AGAINST CSA ALLEGATIONS
	CURRENT STUDY
	METHOD
	SAMPLE
	CONTENT ANALYSIS AND RELIABILITY

	RESULTS
	ABUSE INTERACTIONS
	CONTEXTUAL DETAILS
	REACTION TO ABUSE
	DISCLOSURE
	BACKGROUND DETAILS

	DISCUSSION
	WHAT DID JURORS ASK ABOUT?
	MISCONCEPTIONS OF CSA
	LIMITATIONS AND FUTURE DIRECTIONS
	IMPLICATIONS AND CONCLUSIONS

	References
	Table 1:

