INTRODUCTION: CHILD SEX ALLEGATIONS

So, you’ve got a child sex case.  You may need an expert to talk about the factors that are often present in false allegations of child sexual abuse – factors that are present in your case.  Situations with custody battles or caretakers with their own sexual abuse issues are ripe for false allegations.  The expert might also be able to explain to the jury from a developmental/psychological standpoint how a child can make such allegations and believe them even though the allegations are false.  For example, some allegations can be fantasies a child has that the child confuses with reality (and are then reinforced by adults).  Other children might have misinterpreted an innocent touching as a sexual touching and/or exacerbated that touching.  A third group can be children that are intentionally lying.

Memory, suggestibility, and honestly believed false allegations in young children are all factors you should be on alert for in the case.  As you can see in other sections on this site there is a large body of research regarding suggestibility of questioning, the importance of proper questioning, and suggestibility from the environment

These areas include the specific details of the allegations, evidence of extensive prior sexualization, that the manner and substance of the initial report of abuse, the suggestibility and reinforcement from family members, the multiple versions of the allegations, the inconsistencies in the versions of the allegations, and suggestibility of the questioning at a Children’s Advocacy Center itself.

Memory, Suggestibility, and Honestly Believed False Allegations In Young Children

Starting in the mid-1980s when the communities in America experienced scandals of mass accusation of child sex abuse that turned out to be false, the field of False Allegation of Child Sex Abuse has analyzed the factors that can cause a false allegation of abuse as opposed to a truthful allegation.  Researchers in the field have studied the effects of suggestibility, environmental influences, age, and memory creation.

More than adult’s memories, children’s memories degrade over time.  Peripheral details degrade more quickly than the central events in memory.  From ages two through seven, children are in the preoperational stage of development, and suffer from severe limitations in perceptions and thought when compared to adult cognition.  Their world is interpreted in intuitive and egocentric ways, only seeing a single aspect of a situation or an event.  These children do not comprehend gray areas, only black and white meanings.  Along with these limitations, children reason from one specific event to the next, transductively, as opposed to inductively or deductively.  Such patterns of thinking at this stage influences the way memories are created, encoded, and recalled.

Neurological development further complicates memory issues in children.  The process of myelinatization is the coating of neurons in the brain with a sheath, like rubber insulation for an electrical wire.  This process helps prevent the random spread of impulses from one area to another like crossed wires.  Even more important than myelinatization is the ongoing creation of neurological connections, the brain is still growing, developing and creating nerve connections. These processes lead to the development of recall memory by approximately age two but cognitive development is not fully completed until adolescence

Suggestibility is the level to which a person can be persuaded or convinced that something that did not occur did in fact occur.  Suggestibility comes in much broader forms than a direct attempt to implant something, such as telling someone “X event happened to you.”  Suggestibility can come from leading questions or even repeated neutral questioning of a person.  The person’s prior experiences with similar events can increase their suggestibility.  And questioning, conversations or attention regarding the supposed event with a loved one or authority figure can also dramatically increase the susceptibility to suggestion.  Because children’s memory formation, storage and recall are more tenuous, children are much more likely to have the suggestibility factors “create” or enhance a memory of something the child did not in fact experience.  And with such suggestion, a child is more likely to honestly believe this “false” memory and add details.  The younger the child, the more susceptible the child is to suggestibility. A younger child is also more susceptible to having a false memory cemented by environmental factors, reinforcement from adults, loved ones, and people in positions of authority.

Suggestibility Of Questioning

The research has shown that a child repeatedly asked neutral questions about an event that never occurred can make a false allegation.  And that a child can start filling in details even though the event never occurred.  Studies have found that most children asked a neutral question once a week for ten weeks about an event that historically did not occur will at the end of four or six or ten weeks claim that the event did occur and provide such rich perceptual detail that their account seems credible.  The results for non-neutral suggestive questioning are even greater.

Other studies have video taped a child being examined by a doctor who never undresses the child and never touches the child’s private areas.  Some of those children, when later asked to show on a doll where the doctor touched them in their private area, will eventually say the Doctor had touched them and some develop fantastic stories of sexual abuse.

The Importance Of Proper Questioning

People who interview children about false allegations should be taught a strict protocol about the manner in which they question children.  Among other things, neutral, non-leading questions which do not inject an answer into questioning are vital for reliable answers.  Interviewers must accept a child’s answer and not repeatedly ask the question because it sends a signal to the child that a different answer is sought.  At early ages (2-6 years old) children seek to please such adult questioners by providing the responses they think the questioner is looking for.  This situation is rife with the dangers of suggestibility.  When children provide different answers to the same question, the interviewer should not just accept the answer they want, but must gently ask the child about the discrepancy.  Neutral body language and non-verbal cues are also vital in the interview process.

Unfortunately, the initial people who question children about allegations of sexual abuse are often not trained in these methods and can communicate answers they want to hear.  Repeated discussion with untrained questioners, such as parents or other relatives, especially those with their own agenda, can reinforce a suggested false allegation to the point that it becomes an honestly believed false memory that no interviewer can gain reliable information from the child about. Thus, it is critically important to have a well trained, neutral questioner interview the child as close in time to the event as possible and before other factors or people can influence the child’s memory creation, storage, or recall.

Suggestibility From Environment 

In addition to repeated questioning other factors which create the danger of false allegations include an oversexualized environment.  Where children are inappropriately exposed to sexual behavior, language and actions, they often repeat what they have heard and seen and may incorporate that information into their language and actions.

It is not just a child’s exposure to sexualized actions or language that can foster such suggestibility; repeated discussion about inappropriate touching and abuse can have an even greater impact.  Just like asking neutral questions can lead to a false disclosure, continual conversations, especially with a very young child, can be equally suggestive.  And because such instruction on where you can and can’t be touched, as well as what to do if someone tries something like that often comes from a respected, influential family member, the suggestive effect is exacerbated.  The concept of good touch/bad touch involves intent that the younger child is often not capable of understanding.

