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Adults’ assessments of the credibility of children’s reports are affected by factors including
the frequency of abuse, reporting delays and the child’s age. The present study examined
whether similar factors affect the perceived credibility of children reporting physical abuse,
which is more common than sexual abuse. Two hundred and eight mock jurors read a
simulated transcript of a child reporting physical abuse to police and made credibility
ratings. Within each transcript, abuse frequency (once, repeated), reporting timing (recent,
delayed), police question type (open, closed) and child age (6 or 10 years) were
manipulated. The child was considered more credible when the abuse was only experienced
once and reported shortly after it occurred, and when prompted with open questions. The
child’s age did not affect credibility judgments. Current findings support recommendations
to prioritise open questions with children and provide evidence for extension of the benefits
of open questions to children’s credibility.

Keywords: child interviewing; child physical abuse; children’s credibility; investigative
interviewing; juror perceptions; police questioning.

Child abuse cases can be difficult to prosecute
as corroborating evidence, such as medical
evidence or testimony from other witnesses, is
often absent (Hartley et al., 2013; Walsh et al.,
2010). Given that the child’s testimony is often
the primary (or sole) form of evidence, the per-
ceptions that police, prosecutors, judges and
jurors hold regarding a child’s credibility are
vital to case outcomes. As such, it is important
to understand the factors impacting adults’
perceptions of children’s credibility (see
Bottoms et al., 2007, for a review).

To date, research examining adults’ percep-
tions of children’s credibility has focused pri-
marily on children who reported sexual abuse.
It has generally been shown that female mock
jurors find child sexual abuse reports more
credible than males, and that younger children

are considered more honest about sexual abuse
than older children (see Bottoms et al., 2007,
and Hatton & Duff, 2016, for reviews). Few
studies have considered the credibility of chil-
dren reporting physical abuse, and have gener-
ally demonstrated a trend for children to be
considered more positively when reporting
physical than sexual abuse (Bornstein et al.,
2007; Sheahan et al., 2021). For example, after
reading a vignette depicting child abuse, male
participants in Bornstein and colleagues’
(2007) study found the described child more
believable when the vignette involved physical
abuse rather than severe sexual abuse.

This underrepresentation of physical abuse
cases in the research regarding children’s cred-
ibility is problematic because physical abuse
represents a notable proportion of child abuse
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cases (e.g. in Trocome et al., 2010, 20% of
substantiated child maltreatment cases
involved physical abuse while only 3%
involved sexual abuse; a recent Australian
Bureau of Statistics, 2019, survey found that
1.6 million children experienced physical
abuse, and 1.4 million children experienced
sexual abuse before the age of 15). Thus, the
current study’s aim is to explore factors that –
based on the research examining adults’ cred-
ibility judgments of children’s sexual abuse
reports – were predicted to affect adults’ cred-
ibility judgments of children’s physical abuse
reports. Based on previous research, we
explored the following factors: whether the
abuse occurred once or was repeated and
whether it was reported immediately or after a
delay. We also investigated the type of ques-
tions used by police and the child’s age. These
factors are discussed in more detail below.

Abuse frequency and reporting delays

Children often experience physical abuse
repeatedly before it is reported to an adult
(Australian Bureau of Statistics, 2019;
Trocome et al., 2010). One reason for the high
incidence of repeated child physical abuse is
children’s reluctance to disclose their abuse to
a trusted adult promptly (Foynes et al., 2009;
Hershkowitz, 2006; Rush et al., 2014).
Delayed reporting is particularly common in
physical abuse cases (compared to cases
involving sexual or other types of abuse;
Foynes et al., 2009; Hershkowitz, 2006; Rush
et al., 2014). For example, in an investigation
of court-substantiated abuse cases, Rush and
colleagues (2014) found that only 27% of
child physical abuse victims had disclosed
their abuse prior to any police investigation,
compared to 67% in child sexual abuse allega-
tions. Delays in reporting allow more oppor-
tunity for abuse to re-occur, and physical
abuse may occur continually until authorities
are made aware of it.

In terms of abuse frequency, few studies
have compared the perceived credibility of
children’s reports of repeated versus single-

instance events. In one study, Connolly and
colleagues (2008) found that adults judged
children’s reports about an activity session that
was repeated four times less credible than
reports from children who experienced the
activities only once. The authors suggested
that this difference was possibly explained by
a lower consistency and confidence in child-
ren’s reports about the repeated event than
about the single-instance event. In another
study, Pozzulo and colleagues (2010) exam-
ined mock jurors’ perceptions of simulated
child sexual abuse case transcripts from com-
plainants alleging repeated or single-instance
abuse. They also considered the effect of
delayed reporting, manipulating whether the
complainant was still a child (short delay) or
an adult (long delay). It is important to note
that even in the short delay condition, the min-
imum delay was twoyears. They found no
effect of either repetition or delay on mock
jurors’ judgments of credibility. The authors
speculated that the lack of significant effects
was potentially due to an absence of emotional
expressions and detailed complainant descrip-
tions in the study materials, which mock jurors
may have expected.

Other studies have examined the effect of
delay on credibility in studies of children’s
reports of single-instance sexual abuse; the
results have shown a trend for mock jurors to
perceive complainants as more believable when
reports were made after shorter delays (e.g.
under 1 year) than after longer delays (e.g.
20years; Golding et al., 1995; Sugarman &
Boney-McCoy, 1997). It is possible that mock
jurors perceive children’s memories to be more
malleable over time, with long delays resulting
in more memory decay and less accurate recall
of an event. However, in contrast with adults’
beliefs about children’s memories, research has
demonstrated that long-term memories for core
details about personally salient and emotional
events, such as abuse, tend to remain accurate
over time, up to 20years in some studies (Ceci
& Bruck, 1993; Goldfarb et al., 2019;
Goodman et al., 2017, 2019).
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Taken together, the effects of event fre-
quency and delay on adults’ perceptions of
children’s credibility are mixed – and particu-
larly for event frequency. However, there
appears to be a trend for adults to perceive
children’s reports of sexual abuse made after
shorter delays as more credible than reports
made after longer delays.

Question type and age

While the frequency of abuse and timing of
reporting cannot be controlled by the criminal
justice system, the questions used to elicit
children’s accounts are dictated by the police,
lawyers and judges that speak to them.
Question type reliably affects the number of
details in children’s reports and their subse-
quent accuracy (see Larsson & Lamb, 2009,
for a review). Closed questions request a par-
ticular detail to be reported and can be
answered in very few words (e.g. ‘Where did
it hurt?’, ‘Did you tell anyone?’; Snow et al.,
2009). Open questions encourage elaborate
narrative responses without specifying the par-
ticular information to be reported (e.g. ‘What
happened next?’, ‘Tell me more about when
John got angry’). Because open questions
encourage more accurate (Dent & Stephenson,
1979) and detailed (Brown et al., 2013)
responses than closed questions, open ques-
tions are commonly recommended for use by
professionals working with children (Lamb
et al., 2007; Powell et al., 2005). Despite these
recommendations, police interviewers find
using open questions difficult. Interviewers
often rely too heavily on closed questions
when speaking with children, especially with
young children (e.g. under 7 years old;
Sternberg et al., 2001; Thoresen et al., 2006;
Westcott & Kynan, 2006).

Two studies have compared the effects of
open and closed questions on children’s per-
ceived credibility, and have shown mixed
results (Ruva & Bryant, 2004; Tubb et al.,
1999). Tubb et al. (1999) asked mock jurors to
read a hypothetical police interview conducted
with a 9-year-old alleging a single instance of

sexual abuse and manipulated the interviewer’s
questioning. No differences in credibility rat-
ings were found between accounts elicited
using open and closed questions. In the experi-
ment conducted by Ruva and Bryant (2004)
age was also manipulated; participants read
mock court transcripts of a 6-, 10- or 22-year-
old witness’s account of one incident of a rob-
bery-turned-murder elicited using either open
or closed questions. A 6-year-old witness was
rated as more credible when asked open than
closed questions. No differences were found in
the credibility of the 10- or 22-year-old wit-
nesses across question types.

In studies that have not manipulated inter-
viewer question types, children’s age has often
influenced their perceived credibility. While
findings about children’s age are somewhat
mixed, there appears to be a tendency for
younger children to be deemed more credible
than older children when reporting on sexual
abuse, presumably because their perceived sex-
ual naïvety reduces suspicions that the report is
fabricated (e.g. Davies & Rogers, 2009; see
Bottoms et al., 2007). Conversely, older chil-
dren are sometimes considered more credible
than younger children when reporting on other
events (e.g. play activities in Connolly et al.,
2008), presumably due to expected age-related
improvements in memory retrieval and accur-
acy (see Bottoms et al., 2007). In the only study
to consider victim age in physical abuse cases,
Sheahan and colleagues (2021) investigated
mock jurors’ assessments of a victim alleging
either physical or sexual abuse from a soccer
coach. When alleging that the abuse was sex-
ual, the victim was considered more credible
when presented as an adult than as a 12-year-
old child, but when reporting that the abuse
was physical, the victim was considered more
credible as the child than as the adult. Results
were surprising, and inconsistent with previous
trends in the credibility of sexual abuse victims.

Current study

The aim of the current study was to examine
factors predicted to affect mock jurors’
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perceptions of children reporting physical
abuse. Given the high occurrence of repeated
incidents and delayed reporting in physical
abuse cases, we manipulated these case factors
to determine their impact on the rated credibil-
ity of children’s police interviews. Since the
questioning used during an interview is under
the control of police, we also manipulated the
questioning style used to elicit children’s
reports. Finally, given the relationship with
question type and mixed effects to date, child
age was also manipulated.

One of the main shortcomings in research
addressing children’s credibility is the fact that
the perceived credibility of the child has been
largely based on vignettes, which do not
include actual testimony provided by the child
(for a review see Voogt et al., 2019). To
address this limitation, the current study used a
simulated transcript of a child’s investigative
interview with a police officer. This method
offered improved authenticity and highlighted
the interviewer’s question types. After reading
the transcript, participants rated children’s cred-
ibility. Another major limitation of past cred-
ibility research is the use of a single-item scale
to measure perceived credibility (Voogt et al.,
2019). Accordingly, the current study used a
comprehensive 23-item scale broken down into
five subcomponents: accuracy, believability,
cognitive competency, reliability and truthful-
ness (see Voogt, Klettke, & Mohebbi, 2017), to
determine whether there were any differences
across the underlying factors.

We predicted that children would be
judged more credible when reporting single-
instance, rather than repeated, physical abuse
(see Connolly et al., 2008; Deck & Paterson,
2020). We further predicted that children
reporting physical abuse after a delay would
be deemed less credible than those reporting
abuse swiftly. Due to mixed previous find-
ings about the effects of question type and
age on credibility ratings, no directional
hypotheses were made regarding these
factors, but they were included for explora-
tory purposes.

Method

Participants

We recruited 245 adults living in the United
States through Amazon Mechanical Turk
(MTurk) to act as mock jurors. Samples drawn
from MTurk have been shown to be representa-
tive of Americans (Buhrmester et al., 2011).
Interview transcripts ranged from 797 to 1468
words in length (Msingle ¼ 839 words and
Mrepeated ¼ 1378 words), and reading times
were recorded for all participants. Proficient
readers were expected to read up to 600 words
per minute (Hill, 1981). Upon inspection of
recorded reading times, 37 people were
removed from the sample due to recorded read-
ing times faster than 600 words per minute.

The final sample consisted of 208 adults
(nmale ¼ 130; nfemale ¼ 77; nother ¼ 1). The
sample were aged 19–70 years (M¼ 36.26,
SD¼ 11.00). Most participants had attained a
high-school-level education (44.7%) or grad-
uated from a 4-year college degree (42.3%),
while fewer participants had completed a two-
year technical school programme (10.0%) or
postgraduate college degree (17.0%).
Participants’ level of experience with children
varied: 18.8% had no regular interaction with
children, 22.6% had less than one interaction
with young children per month, 24.5% had up
to one interaction per week, and 34.1% had
multiple interactions per week. Participants’
gender, education level and level of experience
with children did not affect credibility ratings,
ps � .17. There was no relationship between
reading time and any of the dependent varia-
bles in the final sample, rs � .04, ps � .55.
Nor was there any relationship between tran-
script length and any of the dependent varia-
bles, rs � .14, ps � .05.

Materials

Interview transcripts

Mock jurors read a simulated interview tran-
script of a young girl reporting physical abuse
to a police interviewer, which was based upon
a real forensic interview with names and
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specific details changed for anonymity. The
research team systematically manipulated the
interview transcript to create 16 versions using
a 2 (abuse frequency: single instance,
repeated) � 2 (report timing: recent, delayed)
� 2 (question type: open, closed) � 2 (child
age: 6 or 10 years) design. The manipulations
made to the original interview transcript were
informed by research on children’s response
patterns (e.g. Krahenbuhl & Blades, 2006;
Lamb et al., 2003) and the researchers’ own
experiences interviewing over 500 children
and reviewing over 200 forensic child inter-
view transcripts themselves for other projects.
All transcripts were then also reviewed for
authenticity by two police officers with over
20 years’ experience investigating child abuse
cases collectively. Two of the transcripts can
be viewed here: https://osf.io/z4gr5/?view_
only=b170b896f43a4869b3fcf2028ff2532f

All transcripts began identically, with the
police interviewer introducing herself, provid-
ing a few conversational rules for the interview
(i.e. ground rules; see Brubacher et al., 2015)
and inviting the child to discuss the topic of
concern. In all conditions, the child responded
that she wanted to talk about her babysitter,
Maggie, and the interviewer prompted the
child for a narrative of the last occasion on
which she spent time with Maggie. In all con-
ditions, the child reported that she sustained an
injury to her arm because Maggie pushed her
into an external glass door. All transcripts con-
cluded in the same manner: the interviewer
asked for any details the child had omitted
from the account that would be required for
evidence (e.g. particularisation details), includ-
ing an indication of when each inci-
dent occurred.

Abuse frequency manipulation. In the single-
instance condition, the child only reported the
one occasion of physical abuse. In the repeated
condition, the child was prompted to also pro-
vide information about a second time that the
abuse occurred. The child reported that on an
earlier occasion Maggie had pushed her onto

her bedroom floor, twisting her arm, and
locked her in her bedroom for the night. The
child’s report included present-tense state-
ments and script language throughout (e.g.
‘She grabs me’; ‘Maggie always swears’;
Fivush, 1984; Hudson & Shapiro, 1991) and
difficulties in particularising occurrences (e.g.
‘This time was just like the other one I told
you’). This language was absent from the sin-
gle-instance event condition.

Reporting time manipulation. In the recent
reporting condition, the child reported that the
abusive incident occurred the day prior to the
interview (i.e. ‘It happened last night’). When
abuse was repeated, the second incident was
reported to have happened within one week of
the interview. In the delayed reporting condi-
tion, the child reported that the incident(s) had
occurred two years earlier. The child made the
timing of the abuse clear during her interview,
by reporting the timing during her narrative
account of the abusive incident(s) as well as at
the conclusion of the interview when the inter-
viewer clarified evidential details.

Question type manipulation. In the open
question condition, the interviewer used exclu-
sively open questions to obtain a narrative of
the alleged abuse incident(s) (e.g. ‘Tell me
more about the part where she pushed you’,
‘What happened next?’). In the closed ques-
tion condition, the interview only used closed
questions to elicit information from the child
(i.e. yes/no, e.g. ‘Was anyone else home?’,
and specific/directive questions, e.g. ‘Why did
she push you?’; see Snow et al., 2009, for a
description of open and closed question types).
In both question conditions, the key details of
the abuse were kept consistent; however, the
elaboration and coherence provided were kept
in-line with the type of question posed. Open
questions elicited elaborate and coherent
responses that provided a narrative of events,
while closed questions elicited short answers
(often one or two words; Brown et al., 2013;
Lamb et al., 2007).
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In both question conditions, the inter-
viewer used some facilitators (e.g. ‘Mmm
hmm’) intermittently to further the child’s
account. Facilitators comprised less than 10%
of the interviewer’s utterances. No prompts in
either question type condition were leading
or suggestive.

Child age manipulation. The age manipula-
tion was made salient by the child stating her
age at the commencement of the interview.
The child’s responses throughout the interview
were also modified in accordance with her
age; the 6-year-old child gave shorter
responses with less sophisticated language
than the 10-year-old child. The same key story
details were present in both age conditions.

Credibility Scale

The Child Sexual Assault Victim Credibility
Scale (hereafter referred to as ‘the Credibility
Scale’) was used to collect mock jurors’ per-
ceptions of the simulated interview transcripts
(see Voogt, Klettke, & Mohebbi, 2017). Based
on a review of factors used to measure cred-
ibility, Voogt, Klettke, and Thomson (2017)
proposed that five unique constructs underlie
children’s perceived credibility: accuracy,
believability, competency, reliability and truth-
fulness. The Credibility Scale is a comprehen-
sive measure of all five factors underlying the
perceived credibility of child victims. It com-
prises 23 items across five subscales, in line
with each construct of credibility. Each item is
rated on a 6-point Likert scale, from
1¼ strongly disagree to 6¼ strongly agree,
with higher scores indicating higher credibility
ascribed to the victim.

Previously, the Credibility Scale was vali-
dated based on transcripts involving child sex-
ual abuse. The scale demonstrated good
internal consistency for the five unique sub-
scales of credibility in child sexual abuse cases
with Cronbach’s alpha coefficients ranging
between .78 and .92 (see Voogt, Klettke, &
Mohebbi, 2017). Typically, Cronbach’s alpha
values between .70 and .95 are deemed

acceptable (George & Mallery, 2003;
Nunnally & Bernstein, 1994). While initially
validated in the context of a sexual abuse case,
the aim was to test in a physical abuse case in
the current study, as sexual abuse is not men-
tioned specifically in the scale. We also veri-
fied the appropriateness of the Credibility
Scale for use with our child physical abuse
materials by inspecting the Cronbach’s alpha
coefficients for each subscale. Coefficients for
the five domains of credibility ranged from .86
to .95, indicating suitable reliability for each
subscale with our sample.

To ensure the individual items within a
subscale were reliably measuring the appropri-
ate construct, we also considered the effects of
deletion of each item on the subscale alpha
coefficient. Deletion of three items would
have improved an alpha coefficient negligibly
(by .01 on each of the accuracy, reliability and
truthfulness subscales). Deletion of all other
items either had no effect, or negatively
impacted alpha coefficients. Based upon these
findings we decided that the Credibility Scale
was appropriate for use with our physical
abuse interviews and retained all items.

Procedure

The research was approved by Deakin
University’s Human Research Ethics Board.
The study was advertised on MTurk to all
MTurk subscribers over 18 years old.
Participants were invited to act as mock jurors
in an anonymous online survey about adults’
perceptions of child witness credibility. Mock
jurors provided informed consent after reading
the plain language statement and acknowledg-
ing that they were over 18 years. Participants
were randomly allocated to a version of the
interview transcript. After reading the tran-
script, the mock jurors rated their perceptions
of the child using the Credibility Scale, which
was presented one subscale at a time. Finally,
mock jurors were asked demographic ques-
tions, including their age and gender.
Participants were paid USD$2.25 for
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participating in the study, which took on aver-
age 6.67minutes for them to complete.

Analysis

A series of multiple regressions were used to
explore the effects of abuse frequency (single-
instance abuse ¼ 0, repeated abuse ¼ 1),
reporting time (delayed reporting ¼ 0, recent
reporting ¼ 1), child age (6 years old ¼ 0,
10 years old ¼ 1) and question type (open ¼
0, closed ¼ 1) on mock jurors’ credibility rat-
ings. We first considered the effects of these
factors on overall credibility ratings. Then, we
considered effects on each subscale of the
Credibility Scale separately. A post hoc power
analysis indicated that with a sample of 208
participants and four predictors, there was suf-
ficient power (.84) to detect small–medium
effect sizes of R2 ¼ .06 in a regression.

Results

Preliminary analyses revealed significant nega-
tive skew of the data. Data were reflected, and
a log transformation was applied. In Table 1
we present untransformed descriptive statistics
summarising the samples’ credibility ratings
for ease of interpretation. All other presented
statistics pertain to the transformed data.

Relationships between the variables

Correlations between the variables were exam-
ined (see Table 2). Mock jurors’ ratings on
each subscale of the Credibility Scale, as well

as their overall credibility rating, were all
highly positively associated with each other.
These associations were expected because the
subscales and the overall credibility rating
were all derived from the same measure (i.e.
the Credibility Scale). Reporting time had a
small positive relationship with mock jurors’
ratings of overall credibility, and with ratings
on each subscale, indicating that delayed
reports had lower ratings than recent reports.
Question type had a small negative relation-
ship with overall credibility ratings, as well as
with each subscale except truthfulness, indicat-
ing that closed question interviews had lower
ratings than open question interviews. Abuse
frequency was negatively related to ratings on
the reliability subscale, indicating that repeated
abuse reports were rated as slightly less reli-
able than single-instance abuse reports.

Predictors of credibility ratings

Six multiple regressions were conducted to
determine associations of abuse frequency,
reporting time, question type and child age
with mock jurors’ ratings of overall credibility
and ratings on the five Credibility Scale sub-
scales. Bonferroni adjustments were applied to
the regressions for the five subscales. There
were no significant concerns with collinearity,
with variance inflation factor (VIF) values
ranging from 1.00 to 1.01. Unstandardised
coefficient statistics are presented in Table 3
for all regression models.

Table 1. Untransformed descriptive statistics for mock jurors’ ratings.

Range

M SD Min Max

Overall credibility 4.63 0.72 2.30 6.00
Accuracy subscale 4.48 0.79 2.00 6.00
Believability subscale 4.77 0.82 2.00 6.00
Competency subscale 4.54 0.88 1.33 6.00
Reliability subscale 4.46 0.87 1.75 6.00
Truthfulness subscale 4.80 0.69 2.29 6.00
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Overall credibility

The regression model for overall credibility
was significant, F(4, 203) ¼ 8.26, p < .001,
and accounted for 14.0% (adjusted) of the
variance in children’s overall perceived cred-
ibility. Abuse frequency, reporting time and
question type were significant predictors (fre-
quency: b ¼ �.15, t ¼ �2.35, p ¼ .02; report-
ing: b ¼ .27, t ¼ 4.06, p < .001; question
type: b ¼ �.23, t ¼ �3.52, p ¼ .001).
Credibility ratings were higher when single-
instance abuse was reported (rather than
repeated abuse), when the report was made
recently after the abuse (rather than after a
delay) and when the interviewer elicited a nar-
rative with open questioning (rather than
closed). Child age was not a significant pre-
dictor, p¼ 15.

Accuracy subscale

The accuracy subscale regression was signifi-
cant, F(4, 203) ¼ 8.04, p < .001, and
accounted for 12.0% (adjusted) of the variance
in accuracy ratings. Abuse frequency, report-
ing time and question type were all significant
predictors in the model (frequency: b ¼ �.14,
t ¼ �2.09, p ¼ .04; reporting: b ¼ .26, t ¼
3.86, p < .001; question type: b ¼ �.25, t ¼
�3.78, p < .001). Accuracy ratings were
higher when abuse was a single instance, the
report was made recently after the abuse, and
open questions were used to prompt the child.
Child age was not significant, p ¼ .18.

Believability subscale

The believability subscale regression model
was significant, F(4, 203) ¼ 5.79, p < .001,

Table 2. Pearson correlations (two-tailed) between variables.

2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10

1. Abuse frequencya .03 �.02 �.07 �.12 �.10 �.09 �.09 �.16� �.12
2. Reporting timingb .01 .04 .25�� .24�� .23�� .29�� .24�� .18�
3. Child agec �.03 �.08 �.08 �.08 �.05 �.06 �.09
4. Question typed �.20�� �.22�� �.16� �.23�� �.19�� �.14
5. Overall credibility rating .92�� .93�� .88�� .94�� .91��
6. Accuracy subscale .82�� .77�� .82�� .75��
7. Believability subscale .80�� .83�� .82��
8. Competency subscale .82�� .73��
9. Reliability subscale .82��
10. Truthfulness subscale

aAbuse frequency was coded as single-instance abuse ¼ 0, repeated abuse ¼ 1. bReporting timing was coded as
delayed reporting ¼ 0, recent reporting ¼ 1. cChild age was coded as 6 years old ¼ 0, 10 years old ¼ 1. dQuestion
type was coded as open questioning ¼ 0, closed questioning ¼ 1.�p < .05. ��p < .01.

Table 3. Unstandardised regression coefficients.

Overall
credibility

Subscales

Accuracy Believability Competency Reliability Truthfulness

B SE B SE B SE B SE B SE B SE

Abuse frequency �0.04 0.02 �0.04 0.02 �0.04 0.02 �0.04 0.02 �0.06 0.02 �0.04 0.02
Reporting timing 0.07 0.02 0.07 0.02 0.08 0.02 0.10 0.02 0.08 0.02 0.05 0.02
Child age �0.03 0.02 �0.03 0.02 �0.03 0.02 �0.02 0.02 �0.02 0.02 �0.03 0.02
Question type �0.06 0.02 �0.07 0.02 �0.06 0.02 �0.08 0.02 �0.07 0.02 �0.04 0.02
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and explained 8.5% (adjusted) of the variance
in believability ratings. Reporting time pre-
dicted believability ratings, as did question
type (reporting: b ¼ .24, t ¼ 3.62, p < .001;
question type b ¼ �.18, t ¼ �2.71, p ¼ .007).
Believability ratings were higher when the
report was made recently after the abuse, and
open questions were used. Abuse frequency
and child age were not significant, ps � .09.

Competency subscale

The model for mock jurors’ competency rat-
ings was significant, F(4, 203) ¼ 9.79, p <
.001, and accounted for 14.5% (adjusted) of
the variance. Reporting time and question type
significantly contributed to the model (report-
ing: b ¼ .31, t ¼ 4.77, p < .001; question
type: b ¼ �.25, t ¼ �3.90, p < .001).
Competency ratings were higher when the
report was made recently after the abuse, and
open questions were used to elicit a narrative
from the child. Abuse frequency and child age
were not significant, ps � .06.

Reliability subscale

The regression for the reliability subscale was
significant, F(4, 203) ¼ 8.27, p < .001, and
accounted for 12.3% (adjusted) of the vari-
ance. Abuse frequency, reporting time and
question type were significant predictors (fre-
quency: b ¼ �.19, t ¼ �2.89, p < .01; report-
ing: b ¼ .26, t ¼ 3.95, p < .001; question
type: b ¼ �.22, t ¼ �3.40, p ¼ .001).
Credibility ratings were higher for single-
instance abuse, reports recently after the abuse
and accounts elicited with open questions.
Child age was again not a significant predictor,
p¼ .28.

Truthfulness subscale

For the truthfulness subscale, the model was
significant, F(4, 203) ¼ 4.42, p ¼ .002, and
accounted for 6.2% (adjusted) of the variance.
Abuse frequency, reporting time and question
type were all significant predictors in the
model (frequency: b ¼ �.14, t ¼ �2.01, p ¼

.04; reporting: b ¼ .19, t ¼ 2.80, p ¼ .006;
question type: b ¼ �.18, t ¼ �2.32, p ¼ .02).
Truthfulness ratings were higher when abuse
was a single instance, the report was made
recently after the abuse, and open questions
were used to prompt the child. Child age was
not significant, p ¼ .13.

Discussion

The current study examined adults’ evalua-
tions of mock police interviews with children
reporting physical abuse. As predicted, mock
jurors found a child’s report of physical abuse
more credible when it described single
instance abuse (rather than repeated abuse)
and when the child reported abuse that had
occurred recently (rather than two years ear-
lier). We also found that mock jurors rated the
child’s account as more credible when open
questions were used to prompt the child (rather
than closed questions). We did not find an
effect of child age on any dependent variable.
Each finding is discussed in more
detail below.

Abuse frequency and reporting delays

In the current study, reports of repeated phys-
ical abuse were considered less credible than
reports of single-instance abuse. This same
trend has been shown in a handful of previous
studies investigating perceptions of children
(Connolly et al., 2008) or adults (Deck &
Paterson, 2020; Weinsheimer et al., 2017)
reporting on innocuous activity session(s). The
tendency for repeated event reports to be con-
sidered less credible than single-instance event
reports may be due to the language used to
report repeated events. After experiencing an
event repeatedly, even young children develop
general representations for the event in mem-
ory which alter how the event is reported
(Fivush, 1984; Hudson & Shapiro, 1991).
Statements in the present tense (e.g. ‘She grabs
me’) and general temporal language (e.g. ‘We
always go to Sarah’s house after school’, ‘We
usually play games’) are common in repeated
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event reports, and differentiating separate inci-
dents becomes difficult (e.g. ‘This time was
just like the other one I told you’; see Fivush,
1984; Hudson & Nelson, 1986; Roberts,
2002). This language was included in repeated
abuse materials in the current study and may
have conveyed that the child was not confident
in her recall of the reported incidents, making
mock jurors dubious over the accuracy of her
memory. Indeed, lower perceived confidence
has been shown to reduce credibility ratings of
adults’ repeated event reports previously
(Weinsheimer et al., 2017). However, in the
only study to measure children’s language
when reporting on repeated events, Connolly
and colleagues (2008) did not find a relation-
ship between credibility ratings and children’s
tense and pronoun use. Given children’s diffi-
culty in reporting some details about an inci-
dent from a repeated event, further exploration
of the credibility of elements of children’s lan-
guage is needed in future.

An alternative explanation for our finding
is that when assessing children’s credibility,
participants relied upon their own knowledge
about event memory relative to the child’s fre-
quency of exposure to the event. Repeated
experience with an event improves recall of
details presented similarly each time (Powell
& Thomson, 1996), and even children have
demonstrated metamemorial knowledge of
this process (Roberts & Powell, 2005).
Knowledge regarding this benefit of repeated
experience on memory may have affected
adults’ expectations of children’s memory
reports in the current study, where the child
was expected to have a stronger memory of
the abuse in the repeated than the single-
instance condition. In the current materials, the
first incident described in the repeated abuse
condition transcripts was the same incident as
that described in the single incident condition
transcripts. Then, the second incident in the
repeated abuse condition included the same
number of key story details as did the first
incident. The level of detail included per inci-
dent may have seemed enough for a child to

form a credible memory report of an incident
experienced once, so the child was rated
highly on the credibility scale. But participants
may have expected more detail to be recalled
per incident about an event experienced
repeatedly, so the child was perceived as less
credible in the repeated condition. Future work
should consider measuring or manipulating the
salience of metamemory knowledge such as
the benefits (or the challenges) of repeated
experience on memory to measure any impacts
metamemorial knowledge has on the percep-
tions of repeated event reports.

In the current study, reports were deemed
less credible when they were reported after a
two-year delay rather than when abuse was
reported immediately. This finding mirrors
previous credibility assessments of children
reporting sexual abuse, which show a general
trend for longer reporting delays to be deemed
increasingly less credible (e.g. Golding et al.,
1995; Pozzulo et al., 2010; Sugarman &
Boney-McCoy, 1997). Laypeople believe
delayed reporting of abuse is uncommon for
children (Shackel, 2008), likely reducing the
perceived credibility of a delayed report.
Mock jurors may also understand that memory
accuracy and completeness can reduce over
time, further negatively impacting the credibil-
ity of delayed reports. However, research on
long-term memory has shown that salient
events like abuse can remain accurate over
time (Baugerud et al., 2014; Ceci & Bruck,
1993), and that false complaints from children
are rare, even after a four-year delay in report-
ing the abuse (Goodman et al., 2002; Peterson,
2011). Educating jurors, police, lawyers and
judges who evaluate children’s testimony
about the nature of memory regarding the
commonality of delayed reports continues to
remain important.

Question type and age

Mock jurors in the current study perceived the
child’s report to be more credible when open
questions were used to prompt the child, rather
than closed questions. Our mock transcripts
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were designed to mimic the typical responses
that children provide to open and closed ques-
tions. While the core event details were kept
constant in each transcript, in the open ques-
tion condition the child responded with greater
verbosity, elaboration and narrative detail than
the child in the closed question condition (see
Larsson & Lamb, 2009). The relatively high
level of detail about the abuse provided in the
open question condition may have led the
mock jurors to perceive that the child was con-
vincingly recalling experienced abuse.
Interviewer guidelines highly recommend the
use of open questions with children (e.g. Lamb
et al., 2007; Powell et al., 2005), and our
results further support this recommendation.

Previous work using similar methodolo-
gies to those in the current study have found
few differences in the perceived credibility of
reports elicited with open versus closed ques-
tions (Ruva & Bryant, 2004; Tubb et al.,
1999). Only Ruva and Bryant (2004) found
that children were rated as more credible
when answering open than closed questions,
but this difference was only seen for the 6-
year-old child in their study (no significant
difference was seen for the 10-year-old or
adult victims). Given that the interviewer’s
questioning style is a relatively easy factor to
control in an interview, further exploration of
the impact of question type on children’s
credibility is warranted.

We did not find an effect of child age on
any dependent variable. It is possible that the
age manipulation in the current experiment
was not salient enough, or that manipulating
the child’s age as 6 years old versus 10 years
old was not a large enough gap to cause any
difference in credibility ratings. In sexual
abuse cases, children under 12 are generally
considered more credible than adults (Bottoms
et al., 2007; Davies & Rogers, 2009;
Nightingale, 1993). In the only prior examin-
ation of victim age in physical abuse cases,
Sheahan and colleagues (2021) found that a
12-year-old victim was considered more cred-
ible than an adult victim. Physical and sexual

abuse cases share many qualities; for example,
both are typically perpetrated by a familiar
person, both often lack physical evidence, both
are likely to have delayed disclosures to an
adult (Rush et al., 2014). Perhaps it is these
qualities of interpersonal crimes that influence
credibility ratings of children under 12. That
is, young children are perhaps considered to
be rather honest about victimisation committed
by familiar adults.

Limitations and conclusions

There are a couple of limitations to the present
study. First, participants were exposed to stim-
uli created for research purposes, not actual
accounts from children. Although the tran-
scripts were based on a true forensic interview,
the independent variables were each separately
manipulated by the research team. Interactions
between independent variables were not con-
sidered, which may limit external validity.
Further, the accuracy of the child’s statement
could not be compared to adult’s perceptions
of the child. Second, participants’ credibility
assessments during the experiment may not
necessarily be an authentic comparison to
assessments made during a high-stakes court-
room case. However, the current findings
remain important and relevant because even
small influences on credibility perceptions can
contribute to a juror’s reasonable doubt over
allegations.

When children first report abuse to police
in an investigative interview, that interview is
often used as the child’s evidence-in-chief
should the case progress to court [e.g.
Australian Law Reform Commission, 2010;
Ministry of Justice (United Kingdom), 2011].
We found that two factors outside of inter-
viewers’ control could affect children’s per-
ceived credibility: credibility ratings were
lower for children reporting repeated (rather
than single) abuse and reporting after a delay
(rather than reporting promptly). We suggest
that future work should consider adults’
metamemorial knowledge to examine any
relationships with perceived credibility.
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Importantly, the current study also demon-
strated that the questioning police use in the
investigative interview can impact mock
jurors’ perceptions of the child.
Recommendations for child interviewers
emphasise open questions as a particularly
useful interviewing tool for eliciting accurate
accounts of both single-instance and repeated
abuse [Brubacher et al., 2014; Ministry of
Justice (United Kingdom), 2011]. Current
findings support these recommendations and
extend the expected benefits of open questions
to potentially advantage the child’s credibility.
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