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I. Introduction
As empirical research continues to both
support and challenge the credibility of
children’s statements regarding alleged sexual
victimization, child abuse investigators, legal
professionals and judicial officers seek reliable
methods of determining the trustworthiness of
the reports children provide. Numerous
training programs and interview protocols have
been developed to instruct professionals in the
child abuse arena, and investigative and legal
professionals who interview children for a
variety of purposes should be skilled in
eliciting and examining children’s statements
when allegations of abuse arise. In addition,
child protection investigators must make
critical decisions regarding the safety of
children based to some extent, although not
entirely, on information children provide.
Therefore, it is critical that civil and criminal
attorneys, administrative officers, juries and
judges understand how interviews with alleged
child victims are conducted and assessed for
their reliability.
In spite of the demand for an all-inclusive
evaluation tool, no single checklist or test exists
that clearly and unequivocally identifies
whether a child has been a victim of abuse,
since children individually experience their
abuse in a variety of ways. However, there are
several factors or elements that professionals
should assess that may help evaluate the
reliability of a child’s statement.2 Professionals
are cautioned, however, that not all children
respond to abuse and victimization in the same
manner, and that the following criteria are not
diagnostic of abuse, but are instead
characteristics that should be considered and
weighed. Another caveat is that no single
factor discussed below should be utilized to
declaratively diagnose abuse of a child:
professionals assessing statements of allegedly
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abused children should consider the totality of
the factors discussed below and evaluate them
in light of other corroborative information
obtained in the course of the entire
investigation or assessment.

II. Factors for Evaluating
Children’s Statements
A. Timing and Circumstances of Disclosure
When assessing a child’s statements,
investigative and legal professionals should
understand the importance of the context in
which the child made the initial report.
Multiple researchers have concluded that the
spontaneity of a child’s initial report tends to
lend credibility to the allegation, as does the
spontaneity of a child’s report during an
investigative interview.3 Professionals should
assess whether the child’s statement was the
result of numerous and direct questions
focused on the allegedly abusive event,
whether the child reported the abuse as a
narrative response to an open-ended question
or whether the report was made in the
absence of any questioning at all.4
Further assessment of the context of the child’s
statement includes whether the abuse was
initially suspected due to medical evidence,
such as pregnancy or a sexually transmitted
disease; whether the abuse was witnessed by a
third party; whether someone suspected abuse
due to the sexualized play of the child; or
whether concerns arose based on the child’s
known contact with an alleged offender.5
While pregnancy or the presence of an STD are
clear indicators of a child’s sexual experience,
“sexualized play” of a child may actually be
developmentally appropriate sexual behaviors,
and adults are cautioned not to attribute adult
sexual meanings to a child’s actions in the
absence of other indicators of abuse.6
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initial outcry or did it originate with
someone else? In addition, interviewers
should consider whether the child made
the accusation of abuse in the presence
of an accusing parent,10 and should
assess whether there were ulterior
motives for the child to fabricate an
accusation of abuse.11 However, the mere
determination that a child reported abuse
at the behest of an accusing parent is not
dispositive that the accusations are
untrue; just as the presence of a motive
to fabricate an allegation is not indicative
that the allegation was, in fact, fabricated.
False allegations of sexual abuse are
uncommon,12 and mere existence
of a motive to fabricate does not
necessarily mean that the child acted
upon those grounds.
B. Existence of a Motive to Fabricate

Professionals are additionally encouraged
to understand how and why children may
disclose abuse and to evaluate
circumstances in a particular child’s life
that may impact his or her ability or
willingness to report. While some
children may report victimization
immediately, there is widespread support
to indicate that children may not
immediately disclose their abuse
experiences, and may delay their reports
for years.7 Several studies additionally
provide empirical support that some
children may completely deny
experiencing sexual victimization even in
the face of direct evidence to the
contrar y.8 The closeness of children’s
relationships with the alleged
perpetrators; the degree of support
children receive from their parents,
particularly their mothers; the frequency
and severity of the abuse suffered; and
children’s ages may also impact the
children’s abilities or inabilities to report
their abuse experiences,9 and
professionals must assess how theses
factors play into the child’s ability or
inability to report their abuse.
Another element to consider regarding
the circumstances of a child’s disclosure
of abuse is the identity of the initial
reporter of abuse. Did the child make the
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State and federal courts have identified
the lack of a motive to lie about sexual
abuse as one of the factors to support the
reliability of children’s statements.13
However, this factor generally weighs in
favor of the government, since there is
adequate empirical and anecdotal
support that it is uncommon for children
to lie about sexual abuse,14 unless it is an
intentional omission of their
victimization.15 The low incidences of
fabricated allegations of abuse may be
attributed to children’s lack of
sophistication and inability to sustain
fallacious detailed reports of sexual
victimization,16 their fears about the
consequences of telling about sexual
abuse17 and their desire to protect the
alleged perpetrator, commonly a caretaker
or relative of abused children.18
When evaluating the existence of a
motive to fabricate a sexual abuse
allegation, investigative or legal
interviewers should consider the original
source of the report, and ascertain
whether that person has made any prior
allegations of abuse. Professionals
generally acknowledge that children who
have been victimized once have an
increased risk of additional
victimization;19 however, investigators
should gather information on previous
allegations, if any, and consider what
resulted from those allegations. Factors
to consider regarding possible motivation
to fabricate include the responses of any
adults aware of the child’s allegations and
any responding professionals following
his disclosure; whether the child was

removed from his home and where he
was placed following removal from
home; whether the child had to change
schools and how he felt about that
change; the financial consequences the
disclosure had on the child’s family; and
how the child’s family and friends treated
him following his disclosure.
In addition to the child’s possible motive
to fabricate abuse, investigative and legal
professionals should consider whether
someone else had a motive to
manufacture accusations of abuse.20 The
child may have been coached by
someone, or the child’s statements may
have been intentionally or inadvertently
contaminated by someone. Interviewers
should explore with the child whether
someone else talked to the child about
any abuse experiences, and what that
other person may have said to the child,
if the child indicates prior conversations.
C. Language Congruent with
Developmental Level
Professionals should assess whether the
allegation was reported from the child’s
perspective or that of someone else,21
including a person in the child’s family or
any professionals that responded to the
child’s accusations of abuse. A child is
expected to use language appropriate for
his age and developmental level,22 and
interviewers and legal professionals
should adopt the child’s vocabulary when
discussing allegations of abuse with a
child.23 The use of anatomical diagrams is
particularly helpful in understanding the
child’s language with regard to body
parts, especially if the child is less than
ten years of age.24
When possible, it may be helpful to
determine any idiosyncratic terms used in
the child’s home and their meaning prior
to conversations with the child. This
allows for enhanced understanding of the
child’s language,25 allows the interviewer
to evaluate the child’s statements for
possible coaching or contamination by
others and may help identify language
used with the child that is particular to
family members or the possible
perpetrator of abuse. Finally, interviewers
should pay attention to the choice and
combination of words the child utilizes,
and how the child describes sexualized
incidences in the absence of the child’s
comprehension of their significance.26
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D. Quantity and Quality of Details

E.Appropriateness of Sexual Knowledge

Evaluations of children’s statements
regarding their experiences require
appropriate expectations of what
children may be able to report with
regard to their abuse, a thorough
understanding of language development
in children and knowledge of proper
questioning techniques.27 On the whole,
younger children are less able to provide
as much detail as older children; however,
the information they may provide is no
less substantive.28

Professionals who talk to children about
sexual abuse should be familiar with
normal sexual development for children,
and compare the child’s report of sexual
abuse with what would be considered
normal sexual knowledge and behaviors
of children the same age.36 While there
are many factors that may impact a
child’s sexual development, interviewers
should look for sexual precociousness of
a child, or advanced sexual knowledge
for the child’s age.37 Interviewers should
also pay attention to unusual details that
are meaningful to the child’s disclosure,
and should consider whether the
child verbalizes or acts out adult forms
of sexuality.38

General guiding principles suggest the
content of the information children may
report lies in a continuum depending on
the age of the child.29 A three-year-old
may be able to only supply a description
of who perpetrated what type of abuse,
whereas an adolescent may offer a full
disclosure of abuse experiences that
incorporates information on who the
perpetrator was, what the perpetrator
did, where the abuse occurred, when the
abuse occurred and the circumstances
surrounding the abuse event.31
Investigative interviewers should seek
explicit detail of sexual involvement from
the child, in the context of the child’s
developmental level and linguistic ability
to provide such information.32
Professionals assessing a child’s statement
should look for idiosyncratic details the
child may provide regarding any abuse
incidents, including sensory motor
descriptors of his experience; any
identifying characteristics of the alleged
offender; and references to possible
physical evidence and the locations from
which the evidence came and where it
was returned before and after the abuse
incidences.32 Examples of physical
evidence include clothing, towels or
sheets that may have blood or other
bodily fluids, as well as condoms,
magazines and movies that the
perpetrator may have used with the
child.33 Secondary details describing the
location of the abuse provided by the
child should also be evaluated to
understand the child’s experience.34
Interviewers should also attempt to
identify the physical whereabouts of
others while the abuse was occurring to
identify potential witnesses; determine to
whom the child may have previously
reported his abuse and what he told that
person; and should seek information from
the child or others present about other
possible victims.35
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F. Consistency of Report
When assessing children’s statements,
investigative and legal professionals
should determine whether the central
elements of the child’s report are
generally consistent across time and
people to whom the child reports. While
minor inconsistencies may arise
depending on the person to whom the
child discloses and the questions asked of
the child, the core events and people
involved should generally remain
constant.39 A child may recreate
conversations he had with the alleged
perpetrator or with others to whom he
reported abuse.40 This is valuable
information to elicit, and interviews
should be sought with those witnesses to
evaluate whether the information the
child provided in the child abuse
interview is generally consistent with
what the witness reports.41

information with the child to ensure the
interviewer is not making assumptions
about the child’s experience. An
interviewer may also thoughtfully and
judiciously challenge the child’s
inconsistencies.44 This should be done in
a manner that does not indicate disbelief
of the child’s report, but in a way that is
respectful and genuinely conveys to the
child that the interviewer is confused
about what the child has disclosed.
G. Description of Perpetrator’s Behavior
Investigative and legal professionals
should have an understanding of the
dynamics of an abusive sexual
relationship, and should seek information
from children about the behaviors of the
alleged perpetrator to fully ascertain and
understand the child’s experience.45
Interviewers should be aware of the
possible utilization of psychological
coercion of the child by the perpetrator
indicating the offender’s misuse of his
power and authority and the progression
of sexual acts with the child over time.46
Coercive techniques to engage the child
in sexual acts include inducements to
obtain participation; statements, rewards
or threats to the child for maintaining
secrecy about the abuse; and attempts by
the perpetrator to undermine the child’s
credibility or to force the child to recant
his statements after he discloses abuse.47

The utilization of props in an interview
may also help establish internal
consistency for the child’s interview
disclosure. If a child has verbally
disclosed abuse, it is helpful if a child is
able to repeat the same basic theme of
abuse through more than one medium,
such as drawings, reference to anatomical
diagrams or manipulation of anatomical
dolls.42 However, a diagnosis of sexual
abuse should never be made solely on the
basis of the child’s manipulation of
anatomical dolls or use of other interview
tools.43 Where a child’s report appears to
be inconsistent, an interviewer should
explore this apparent discrepancy with
the child by reformulating her questions
to ensure they are developmentally
appropriate for the child, or clarify
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disclosure of abuse. CSAAS is not a
clinically recognized and diagnosable
syndrome; however, its presence helps
professionals understand why a child may
have maintained secrecy regarding his
victimization, may help explain why a child
was unable or unwilling to take advantages
of opportunities to report his abuse
immediately or over time and may help
vindicate a child who subsequently retracts
his initial report of abuse.53
H. Plausibility of Description of Abuse
Evaluations of a child’s statements should
include assessment of whether the child’s
report could actually, physically occur, and
whether the child’s description of his
abuse is consistent with common patterns
of abusive situations.48 Furthermore, the
way in which the child recounts his abuse
experience may be meaningful.
Interviewers should look for a rich and
varied description as opposed to a
rehearsed litany or borrowed scenario.49
However, it is important to remember that
children experience and report their abuse
in different ways. An unemotional
disclosure may imply that the child did not
in fact have an abusive experience, or a
dispassionate response may result from
years of abusive experiences, normalization
of abuse, multiple re-tellings of the abuse
events to varied family members and
professionals, shock response or posttraumatic stress.50
Interviewers should explore what they
might consider fantastic elements or
unconvincing disclosures of abuse
provided by children. Seemingly
implausible descriptions may be due to the
means in which the perpetrator explained
the abuse to the child, the techniques the
abuser employed to gain the child’s
acquiescence, the child’s developmental
understanding of the abuse experience or
may be the result of the questions the
interviewer asked or the conclusions the
interviewer has formulated without
clarification from the child.51
I. Emotional Reaction of the Child During
the Interview
It is critical that professionals working with
children who may have suffered sexual
abuse understand how a child experiences
his abuse.52 As with other factors utilized
to assess sexual abuse, interviewers should
look for evidence of the Child Sexual
Abuse Accommodation Syndrome (CSAAS)
in children before, during and after the
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During discussions with alleged child
victims, the person conducting the
interview should note and report all verbal
and nonverbal emotions observed during
the interview, including hesitancy,
avoidance or anxiety regarding questions
about sexual behavior.54 Keeping in mind
the different ways a child may experience
and demonstrate trauma, an interviewer
should evaluate whether the child’s
behaviors and emotions are consistent
with his verbal report during the
interview.55 Furthermore, the interviewer
should be aware of language indicating selfdeprecation or assumption of blame on the
part of the child or excuses offered for the
alleged perpetrator.56 These statements
may be indicative of the child’s state of
mind regarding incidences of abuse and
may demonstrate a lack of motivation to
falsely accuse the perpetrator.57
J. Other Possible Explanations for Abuse
As a part of the conversations they have
with children, investigative and legal
professionals should explore, and if possible,
eliminate, other feasible explanations that
may account for the abuse report. These
may include misinterpretation of innocent
contacts, coaching of the child to make the
report or even contamination of the child’s
statements by family, friends or the
investigative professionals themselves.
Interviewers should further explore the
possibility of a different or an additional
perpetrator, and if identified, determine
whether the child can distinguish between
reported abuse experiences by multiple
perpetrators. Finally, interviewers should
always be open to the possibility that the
report of abuse was a deliberate falsehood,
and should never seek to confirm abuse, but
should ask questions of the child to
determine whether abuse actually occurred.
K.Additional Considerations
Evaluations of a child’s report should
always include assessment of whether the
interview itself comported with acceptable
child interview practices.58 The interview

should be free from undue suggestive
behaviors and leading questions, the
interviewer should appropriately utilize
props in the interview setting and the
interview should be conducted in a childfriendly location in the absence of
interviewer pressure and coercion.59
Questions posed to the child should be
developmentally appropriate,60 and the
interviewer should permit the child to
correct himself or the interviewer and
should encourage the child to indicate
when he doesn’t know or can’t remember
the answer to a question.61 Finally, the
number of interviews – both formal and
informal – should be limited as much as
possible to reduce the introduction of
information to the child.62

III. Conclusion
Investigative and legal professionals
involved in cases that may include child
sexual abuse accusations should be
adequately trained to understand a variety
of issues related to these investigations.
Therefore, these professionals should
have training and in-depth
comprehension on the normal sexual and
linguistic development of children;
understanding of the issues and
familiarity of the current research
regarding the suggestibility of children,
the dynamics of child sexual abuse and
intrafamilial violence and how victims
experience their abuse; and awareness of
interviewing protocols and best practices
for eliciting information from children
who may have been abused. Finally,
professionals must understand how child
abuse investigative professionals
appropriately elicit and evaluate
children’s statements regarding their
abuse experiences and how to best
present the child’s experiences in court.
Attorneys, judges, law guardians and other
legal and investigative professionals are
encouraged to receive on-going training
to recognize not only the signs of child
abuse, but must also be familiar with the
various methods of assessing children’s
reports of abuse. Using the child’s
statements, emotions and behaviors
collected in a multidisciplinary forensic
interview, and combined with
corroborating information gathered
during the investigative process,
professionals are able to more fully
understand and evaluate children’s
reports of abuse.
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Sexual Abuse of Children (NAPSAC). NCPTC provides training, technical
assistance and publications to child protection professionals throughout
the United States. In addition, NCPTC assists undergraduate and graduate
programs seeking to improve the education provided to future child
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