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A B ST R A CT 

In cases of child abuse, children are required to retrieve details from their memory as accurately as possible. Previous research has shown that 
children’s memory reports can be heavily influenced by an interviewer, but many interviewers do not understand memory processes or know 
how their practices impact children’s memories. While interviewers are commonly recommended to adhere to expert guidelines, the current 
article aims to explain the memory-related reasons underlying why some interview practices are recommended and further aims to dispel some 
misconceptions about memory. Five considerations about children’s memory are described: (1) the rate that details are forgotten from memory 
cannot justify rushed interview planning, (2) considerations for eliciting details from different subsystems of long-term memory, (3) how ques-
tion phrasing impacts children’s memory retrieval processes, (4) the inaccuracies caused by the reconstructive nature of memory, and (5) the 
memory challenges for children reporting multiple incidents of abuse.

Physical evidence and eyewitness reports are often lacking in 
cases of child abuse, so an interview with the child can form 
the primary evidence (Pollack, 2018; Walsh et al., 2010). For 
child witnesses (typically considered under 18 years old; Boxall 
and Fuller, 2016; Ministry of Justice, 2022), many jurisdictions 
across the UK, Canada, Australia, New Zealand, and Israel 
allow a recording of their interview to be played at court as their 
evidence-in-chief (Burrows and Powell, 2014; Crenshaw et al., 
2016). Accordingly, the interviewer’s ability to elicit detailed 
and accurate information from the child can be critical to case 
outcomes. The interviewers who speak to children may be police 
or―in some jurisdictions―non-police interviewers such as 
child welfare workers, psychologists, or other trained profession-
als (Child Welfare Information Gateway, 2023; see Magnusson et 
al., 2020; Powell et al., 2016 participants). Even for well-trained 
professionals, interviewing children can be a complex task that 
poses many challenges. For example, children can be reluctant to 
disclose abuse and even falsely deny abuse (Blasbalg et al., 2019; 
Collin-Vézina et al., 2015; Malloy et al., 2007). When children 
are ready to disclose their experiences, interviewers must then 
adapt their questions to children’s developing cognitive skills, 
such as their memory abilities.

Recounting abusive events requires a child to retrieve infor-
mation from memory with as much detail and accuracy as pos-
sible. Importantly, the detail and accuracy of children’s memory 
reports may be heavily influenced by factors that are under the 
interviewer’s control, such as the interview structure and the 
phrasing of questions (Brown et al., 2013; Brubacher et al., 

2012; Larsson and Lamb, 2009). Given interviewers’ potential 
for influence over children’s reports, several guidelines have 
been published that recommend evidence-based practices to 
support children’s memory during interviews (as well as sup-
porting them in other manners, e.g. Achieving Best Evidence 
[ABE], Ministry of Justice, 2022). However, numerous studies 
have shown that interviewers often struggle to adhere to these 
guidelines in the field (Lamb, 2016; Luther et al. 2014; West-
cott and Kynan, 2006), even after receiving specialist training 
(Smith et al., 2009).

One factor contributing to interviewers’ difficulties adhering 
to best-practice guidelines may be a lack of understanding about 
the underlying reasons why recommended practices support 
children. Indeed, a key component of applying recommended 
practices is knowing the reasons why they are performed that 
way (Cheung et al., 2017; Lee and Strong, 2003). Knowing why 
builds conceptual knowledge that can be mentally integrated 
with performance knowledge to understand the implications of 
a practice and adapt the practice to new situations (Cheung et 
al., 2017; Mylopoulos et al., 2018). Previous research has identi-
fied that many police interviewers do not know why or how their 
interviewing practices impact children’s memory, and some even 
hold misconceptions about how memory works (Chung et al., 
2022; Meyer and Reppucci, 2007; Wright et al., 2007). Other 
professional interviewer groups―including child welfare work-
ers and psychologists―have also demonstrated some inconsis-
tencies in their understanding of children’s memory processes 
(Buck et al., 2014; Erens et al., 2020; Melinder et al., 2004).
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The current article provides an initial step in supporting 
interviewers’ understanding of children’s memory processes. 
While interviewers are commonly recommended to adhere 
to expert guidelines, this article introduces interviewers to 
the memory-related reasons underlying why some interview 
practices are recommended and how these practices influence 
children’s memory. Understanding the mechanisms underlying 
recommendations is expected to support interviewers to apply 
them (see Cheung et al., 2017). This article is further designed 
to dispel misconceptions about children’s memory and pro-
vide readers with an accessible summary of the scientific liter-
ature regarding memory processes. Five considerations about 
memory processes relevant to conducting child interviews 
are explained. Each consideration is presented below in turn, 
accompanied by a discussion of the empirical research related 
to it.

M E M O RY  F O RG ET T I N G  R AT E S  E N CO U R A G E 
A  P RO M P T  I N T E RV I E W, B U T  N OT  A N 

U N P L A N N E D  O N E
It is rather intuitive to understand that the number of details 
available for child witnesses to retrieve from memory reduces 
with increasing time delays (Flin et al., 1992; Jones and Pipe, 
2002). To maximize how many details children can report about 
an abusive incident, an interview should be conducted promptly 
once abuse is reported. However, sometimes interviews can 
be conducted so quickly that interviewers forego important 
pre-interview planning tasks like preparing key questions and 
building rapport with the child (Chung et al. 2022; Hill and 
Moston, 2011; Luther et al., 2014; Rivard and Compo, 2017). 
Police interviewers report feeling pressure to conduct inter-
views quickly (Aarons and Powell, 2003; Kebbell and Milne, 
1998), and child witnesses have reported that their interviews 
occurred rashly without warning or preparation (Wade and 
Westcott, 2018; Westcott and Davies, 1996). One reason for 
hurrying to an interview is an over-inflated concern about cap-
turing the memory quickly while it is ‘fresh’; research has found 
that police officers expect witnesses to forget information more 
quickly than they really do (Granhag et al., 2005; Knutsson and 
Allwood, 2015; Krix et al., 2015).

Children’s rate of forgetting details is not so fast that there 
is no time to plan the interview beforehand. Over 150 years of 
research has demonstrated that details do not fade from mem-
ory at a constant rate but rather are quickly lost in the initial 
hours and days following an event, after which forgetting rates 
slow substantially so that remaining details are retained for 
much longer periods (Bauer and Larkina, 2014; Ebbinghaus, 
1885; Wixted and Carpenter, 2007). The initial sharp loss 
of details transpires particularly fast for children’s memories 
(compared with adults’; Bauer and Larkina, 2014; Brainerd 
and Reyna, 1995), but even young children’s memories for 
important events like abuse can then remain largely accurate for 
months or years (Goodman et al., 2019; Jones and Pipe, 2002). 
It is common for children to delay disclosing abuse for weeks, 
months, or even years (Loinaz et al., 2019; McGuire and Lon-
don, 2020). Thus, by the time authorities are aware of potential 
abuse, a child’s forgetting rates often have already reduced to a 

slow pace. Accordingly, memory loss concerns cannot justify 
conducting these interviews hastily or without appropriate 
preparation.1

Planning and preparation tasks increase the likelihood of 
eliciting a disclosure from a child (Rohrabaugh et al., 2016; 
Sternberg et al., 1997) and can ensure that the interview will 
be held in a trauma-informed manner (i.e. the interview will 
not exacerbate the child’s experience of trauma; Hickle, 2016; 
Webb, 2015). Tasks that contribute to a trauma-informed 
interview include: preparing key interview topics and checking 
recording equipment to reduce risks that the child may have to 
re-tell their story later, determining the child’s abilities so that 
any communication supports can be organized and questions 
will be phrased developmentally appropriately, scheduling the 
interview for a time and place where the child will be moti-
vated (e.g. the child is not missing a fun event at school or a 
cultural celebration), building trust and rapport with the child 
prior to substantive interview phases, organizing an appropriate 
interview location, and avoiding wearing uniforms or weapons 
when meeting the child (Evans and Graves, 2018; Hickle, 2016; 
Webb, 2015). Spending a short amount of time to prepare for 
an interview in these ways can reduce a child’s motivational and 
emotional barriers to discussing abuse, as well as reducing their 
likelihood of re-traumatization from the criminal justice system 
(Webb, 2015).

Of course, there are factors unrelated to memory for inter-
viewers to consider when timing interviews. In some cases, 
factors such as the immediate safety risk of the child, the collec-
tion of any physical evidence, or whether a suspect is in custody 
will mean that interviews need to be scheduled very promptly. 
When a case presents immediate concerns unrelated to memory, 
interviewers may have reduced time available to plan and pre-
pare for the interview. However, some degree of preparation is 
still advised (albeit in reduced time) to support children’s com-
fort and disclosure of abuse-related details during the interview 
(Rohrabaugh et al., 2016; Sternberg et al., 1997). Furthermore, 
whilst taking a short amount of time to plan and prepare for 
an interview is recommended, interviews should not be post-
poned extensively (e.g. for weeks after abuse is reported). Delays 
increase the potential for children to be exposed to post-event 
information (i.e. information about the abuse that children 
encounter after it―such as a detail suggested by a friend or 
parent). Research has consistently shown that children incorpo-
rate post-event information into their later reports of key events, 
leading to errors (Bright-Paul and Jarrold, 2012; London et al., 
2009; see ‘The reconstructive nature of memory means that 
inconsistencies and errors should be expected in true reports, 
and that leading questions can cause false reports’ for more 
detail on post-event information). Moreover, because children’s 
memory becomes more general over time, it can be difficult for 
them to provide specific details after long delays (Brainerd and 
Reyna, 2004).

1Even if abuse is reported immediately after the offending (when forgetting is occurring 
at a fast pace), rushing into an interview without proper planning may be inappropri-
ate because there may be other factors to consider like the collection of physical evi-
dence, the child’s level of tiredness and motivation to talk, and the child’s processing 
of a potentially traumatic event (Ministry of Justice, 2022; Rohrabaugh et al., 2016).
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Summary
In many cases, interviewers should feel comfortable allocating 
time for pre-interview planning and preparation tasks because 
forgetting rates do not support hasty or unplanned interviews. 
Completing appropriate planning and preparation tasks sup-
ports children to disclose abuse and avoid re-traumatization 
through the experience of an interview (Rohrabaugh et al., 2016; 
Sternberg et al., 1997; Webb, 2015). Other case factors unrelated 
to memory, such as the child’s immediate safety or the collec-
tion of physical evidence, are also important to the timing of an 
interview; these factors can truncate the time able to plan and 
prepare in some cases. Delaying interviews extensively increases 
children’s risk of encountering post-event information and chal-
lenges their ability to provide specific details.

CO N S I D E R  T H E  D ETA I L S  TO  R ET R I E V E  F RO M 
D I F F E R E N T  LO N G -T E R M  M E M O RY  S Y ST E M S

Considering the underlying structure of long-term memory 
systems allows interviewers to understand the memory tasks 
that children are completing when answering questions and can 
inform interviewer decisions about when to elicit certain types 
of information and how to support retrieval of that information. 
Long-term memory is not a single system but is comprised of 
separate components. Of most relevance to interviewers, the 
declarative system stores information that can be consciously 
recalled and verbally communicated and is divided into two sub-
systems: (1) semantic memories that contain generic knowledge 
and (2) episodic memories that contain personally experienced 
events (Baddeley, 2001; Tulving, 1984). As well as containing 
different types of information, semantic and episodic memories 
have different developmental trajectories (semantic generally 
develops earlier), retention periods (semantic can be retained 
longer), and some different storage regions within the brain 
(although numerous regions overlap; Brainerd and Reyna, 1995; 
Hudson and Nelson, 1986; Quon and Atance, 2010; Renoult  
et al., 2019; Tulving, 1984). Despite their differences, both mem-
ories will likely be relevant to child abuse investigations: episodic 
memories include the happenings of an abusive incident, while 
semantic memories may include an offender’s name, relation-
ships between individuals, the layout or address of often-visited 
locations, and descriptions of well-known objects.

Previously, interviewers have been shown to shift between 
asking for semantic and episodic information (Brubacher  
et al., 2013). However, retrieving memory information can be 
more effortful and tiring when witnesses must constantly swap 
between retrieving episodic and semantic details (e.g. topic-
hopping, rather than completing tasks one-at-a-time; Ceci and 
Howe, 1978; Maylor et al., 2001; Mayr and Kliegl, 2000; Melega 
and Renoult, 2023). Given that errors can increase as children 
become more mentally tired (Hanway et al., 2020, Könen et al., 
2015), interviewers are advised to focus their questioning on 
one type of information at-a-time and minimize switching back-
and-forth so as not to exhaust young witnesses. For example, 
asking episodic questions about what happened during an inci-
dent without interspersing questions about semantic details in 
between (which instead could be asked later altogether). Inter-
viewers can avoid shifting their questioning between different 

memory systems by taking notes of mentioned details and fol-
lowing them up later, once the current topic has been exhausted 
(see Baker et al., 2021 for a review on notetaking).

Child interviewing protocols generally recommend prior-
itizing episodic information by asking for complete recalls of 
an episodic incident before asking for semantic details (Lamb et 
al., 2018). This is because the child may be the only source of 
evidence regarding what occurred during an episodic incident 
(Pollack, 2018; Walsh et al., 2010), and because episodic details 
can be fragile in young children’s memories (unlike semantic 
details which are more resistant to forgetting or interference 
and are easier to retrieve; Brainerd and Reyna, 1995; Hudson 
and Nelson, 1986; Tulving, 1984). Accordingly, interviewers 
may wish to secure episodic reports while children are alert 
and motivated to talk and cover semantic topics later in the 
interview. However, two studies have found that providing one 
type of semantic information―details about what usually hap-
pens during abuse―before recalling one episodic incident can 
help children report more information overall (Brubacher et al., 
2012; Connolly and Gordon, 2014; although see Danby et al., 
2022 for different results found with adult witnesses). In some 
cases, interviewers might find it helpful to consider first asking 
children about what usually happens, although this practice is 
not currently emphasized in child interviewing guidelines (see 
‘Recalling individual incidents of ongoing abuse requires extra 
support’ for more information about memory processes for 
what usually happens).

To help children report episodic information about abuse, 
interview guidelines recommend engaging child witnesses in 
an episodic practice narrative (also called episodic memory train-
ing; Lamb et al., 2018; Ministry of Justice, 2022; Roberts et al., 
2011). During practice narratives, children are prompted early 
in the interview to recall an innocuous event with open-ended 
prompts (Anderson et al., 2014; Price et al., 2013; Roberts et al., 
2011). Importantly, when practice narratives are about a dis-
tinct episodic autobiographical incident (e.g. a recent birthday 
party, or last night’s football practice), they rehearse children in 
retrieving and reporting episodic details and have been shown to 
improve the number of details children go on to provide about 
substantive events later in the interview (as well as serving to 
build rapport and practice children in responding to open-ended 
narrative prompts; Anderson et al., 2014; Brubacher et al., 2011; 
Danby et al., 2017a; Whiting and Price, 2017). Practice narra-
tives should only last a short period (e.g. 5 min), so that they do 
not exhaust children before substantive issues can be discussed 
(Davies et al., 2000; Whiting and Price, 2017).

Summary
The declarative memory system comprises of episodic and 
semantic memories. To minimize the mental work they are 
requiring of child witnesses, interviewers should consider the 
type of memory information they want to elicit from a child and 
structure their interviews to reduce hopping between semantic 
and episodic questioning. Many guidelines recommended that 
interviewers prioritize eliciting episodic details. Interviewers 
can rehearse children in providing episodic details by prompting 
them to recall an innocuous autobiographical incident prior to 
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substantive interview phases (i.e. completing an episodic prac-
tice narrative).

N O N -L E A D I N G  O P E N -E N D E D  P RO M P TS 
S H O U L D  B E  P R I O R I T I Z E D  TO  E N CO U R A G E 
D E E P  A N D  A CC U R AT E  M E M O RY  R ET R I E VA L

When interviewers question children about abuse, the phras-
ing of their questions has important implications for memory 
retrieval processes. This is because the phrasing of interview 
questions acts as cues that guide a witness’s searches through 
memory (Brown and Lamb, 2015; Tulving, 1984). Given 
that children are susceptible to providing less detailed and 
less accurate reports than adults (Coxon and Valentine, 1997; 
Poole and White, 1991), it is particularly important that 
appropriate interview questions are used with child witnesses 
to maximize the detail and accuracy of what they retrieve from 
memory.

Non-leading open-ended prompts are frequently recom-
mended as best-practice questions to use with child witnesses 
(Lamb et al., 2018; Powell and Snow, 2007). These are questions 
which encourage elaborate responses without dictating the par-
ticular details to report (e.g. ‘Tell me everything that happened’, 
‘What else happened?’; Powell and Snow, 2007). The broad 
nature of open-ended prompts means that they encourage free 
recall processes; the witness must select and retrieve accessi-
ble details from memory (see Larsson and Lamb, 2009; Pipe 
et al., 2004). This process engages the witness in a deep level of 
retrieval, supporting recall of a high number of details. Children 
as young as 4 years old have been shown to provide detailed free 
recall narratives of events in response to open-ended questions 
(Flin et al., 1992; Lamb et al., 2003; Poole and White, 1991). Fur-
thermore, most witnesses will retrieve the details that they are 
most confident in, resulting in highly accurate responses (Dent 
and Stephenson, 1979; Larsson and Lamb, 2009; Powell and 
Snow, 2007). In fact, some experimental research has demon-
strated that children’s memories can be as accurate as adults’ 
when responding to open-ended prompts (of course, even adult 
memory is not perfect and often contains some errors; Poole 
and White, 1991).

There are different subtypes of open-ended prompts identi-
fied by researchers (although labels and definitions for subtypes 
vary; Oxburgh et al., 2010). Of particular interest to interviewers 
tasked with eliciting narrative reports of episodic incidents are 
initial invitations, breadth, and depth prompts (see Feltis et al., 
2010; Powell and Snow, 2007). An initial invitation can be used 
first, to encourage the child to report as much episodic informa-
tion as possible (e.g. ‘Tell me everything that happened when 
Dad hurt your bottom. Start from the very beginning and go 
all the way through to the end. Don’t leave anything out’.). Ini-
tial invitations cast a wide net across children’s memory for the 
event, acting as a broad retrieval cue of what is remembered from 
that incident (Powell and Snow, 2007). Next, breadth prompts 
can be used to elicit additional activities that occurred during 
the offending (e.g. ‘What else happened?’, ‘What happened 
after you went to school?’), and depth prompts can be used to 
ask for elaboration about previously mentioned details (‘Tell me 
more about the part where he touched you’; Orbach and Lamb, 
2000; Powell and Snow, 2007). For young children, the clear 

cue provided in depth prompts is particularly helpful to scaffold 
and direct their searches through memory (Danby et al., 2017c; 
Horowitz, 2009; Kobasigawa, 1974).

One way that breadth and depth prompts can be used to 
support children’s searches through memory is to prompt them 
through the episodic incident multiple times (i.e. encourage 
children to provide a second narrative of the incident). Com-
pleting multiple recalls of an incident has been shown to help 
children report additional new details not mentioned in their 
initial recall (although accuracy can drop with subsequent 
recalls; Boon and Noon, 1994; Darwinkel et al., 2014; Fisher and 
Geiselman, 1992; Jack et al., 2013). This is because follow-up 
searches through memory facilitate access to additional details 
not initially available (Bower, 1967; Kontogianni et al., 2020). It 
can be particularly helpful to ask children to begin another recall 
from different points of the incident, rather than always start-
ing at the same beginning point, to facilitate recall of additional 
details (see Larsson and Lamb, 2009).

Compared with open-ended prompts, children have reliably 
been shown to respond to specific questions with less accuracy 
and fewer details (Brown et al., 2013; Dent and Stephenson, 
1979; Jones and Pipe, 2002). Specific questions are those which 
dictate a particular detail to report (such as forced choice ques-
tions like ‘Was his shirt black or blue?’ and yes/no questions 
like ‘Did you tell anyone?’; Powell and Snow, 2007). Specific 
questions promote a superficial memory retrieval process by 
only requiring children to recognize a detail in their memories, 
resulting in less information being recalled (Fisher and Geisel-
man, 1992; Ibabe and Sporer, 2004; Larsson and Lamb, 2009; 
Pipe et al., 2004). Furthermore, the particular detail in the ques-
tion may not be encoded into the child’s memory. Rather than 
explaining that they do not know the answer, children may guess 
responses, reducing the accuracy of their report (Poole and 
White, 1991; Waterman et al., 2000). Despite these risks, a small 
number of specific questions will often be needed to ask children 
for some key evidentiary details, which are unlikely to be volun-
teered to open-ended prompts (like the placement of clothing 
during sexual offences; Stolzenberg and Lyon, 2017; Wylie et al., 
2020). Experts recommend asking specific questions only after 
children’s open-ended free recall narrative has been exhausted 
and minimizing how many are posed overall (Fisher and Gie-
selman, 1992; Lamb et al., 2018). Furthermore, to continue 
supporting detailed responses from children, interviewers are 
advised to use specific wh-questions (e.g. ‘What colour were the 
sheets?’) to ask for missing details where possible (Henderson et 
al., 2022; Stolzenberg and Lyon, 2017; Wylie et al., 2020), and 
to follow-up responses to specific questions with open-ended 
prompts (e.g. ‘Tell me more about that’; Wolfman et al., 2016; 
Lamb et al., 2018).

Summary
Non-leading open-ended prompts (including initial invitations, 
breadth, and depth prompts) encourage free recall memory 
retrieval in child witnesses. Free recall retrieval contributes to 
recalling plentiful and accurate details (e.g. Lamb et al., 2003; 
Poole and White, 1991). Specific questions, which dictate a par-
ticular detail for children to report, typically elicit fewer details 
because they do not facilitate free recall retrieval and can cause 
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children to guess answers. Interviewers are well-advised to pri-
oritize open-ended prompts with child witnesses. Only after 
children’s open-ended free recall narrative has been exhausted, 
interviewers are advised to use specific wh-questions to elicit any 
missing evidentiary details, or to pair any required specific ques-
tions with a follow-up open-ended prompt (e.g. ‘Tell me more 
about that’).

T H E  R ECO N ST RU CT I V E  N AT U R E  O F  M E M O RY 
M E A N S  T H AT  I N CO N S I ST E N CI E S  A N D 

E R RO R S  S H O U L D  B E  E X P ECT E D  I N  T RU E 
R E P O RTS, A N D  T H AT  L E A D I N G  Q U E ST I O N S 

C A N  C AU S E  FA L S E  R E P O RTS
Whilst many people―including police officers, victim care 
workers, social workers, and psychologists―have been found 
to believe that memory permanently stores a set record of what 
has been experienced (like rewinding and watching back a vid-
eotape; Akhtar et al., 2018; Chung et al, 2022; Conway et al., 
2014; Kagee and Breet, 2015; Legault and Laurence, 2007), this 
conceptualization of memory has been rejected by experts for 
decades (Bartlett, 1932). Instead, experts now widely agree that 
memory stores individual details from an event which need to 
be reconstructed together in the mind at the time of remember-
ing (Bartlett, 1932; Schacter and Addis, 2007). Reconstructing 
memories at retrieval means that memory acts in a dynamic and 
flexible manner, where pre-existing knowledge can be consid-
ered along with details from a target memory to improve over-
all understanding and future expectations (Schacter and Addis, 
2007). However, the disadvantage of this reconstructive process 
is that distortions, errors, and inconsistencies become inher-
ent in the remembering process because different details can 
be included each time the memory is reconstructed (Schacter  
et al., 2011). Reconstructive memory abilities improve with age; 
children’s event reconstructions become more detailed and con-
sistent as they get older (Hudson, 1990; Hudson and Nelson, 
1986; Spinhoven et al., 2006). For example, Spinhoven et al. 
(2006) examined reports of stressful life events over time from 
a sample of 12- to 18-year-old child refugees. Memory inconsis-
tencies across children’s reports decreased with age; that is, older 
children reported the events more consistently than younger 
children.

It can be worrying to consider that memory is inherently 
flawed, especially given the importance of witness statements 
for crimes like child abuse (Pollack, 2018; Walsh et al. 2010). 
However, research into children’s memory has shown that 
the central details of what occurred (i.e. the main happen-
ings of an experienced event) are generally well remembered 
and reported consistently over time, even by young children 
(Brown et al., 2008; Toth and Valentino, 2008). Instead, it is 
peripheral details (e.g. dates, sequences, clothing, background 
objects) that are most likely to be poorly reconstructed and 
inconsistently reported (especially after long delays; Brown 
et al., 2008; Pichler et al., 2021; Toth and Valentino, 2008). 
For example, Friedman and Lyon (2005) found that many of 
the abilities required to reconstruct the time and date that an 
event occurred did not begin to emerge until children were 
6 years old, and that 13-year-olds still struggled with recon-
structing the sequence and contiguity of events. Even adults 

still inconsistently report peripheral details (Luna and Migue-
les, 2009). Children’s inconsistent or inaccurate reporting 
of peripheral details is particularly apparent when reporting 
emotional events, presumably owing to emotion focusing 
attention of the central details to highlight dangers (Toth and 
Valentino, 2008).

Unfortunately, many people incorrectly believe that inconsis-
tencies in a child’s report indicate the child is lying (Cashmore 
and Trimboli, 2006; Cossins, 2008). Given that inaccuracies 
and inconsistencies are inherent in the remembering process, 
these should not be taken as indications that a child’s account 
is falsified. Furthermore, since inaccuracies and inconsisten-
cies are particularly likely to occur for peripheral―rather than 
central―details, it is risky to question children directly about 
peripheral details. In fact, defence lawyers have been shown 
to focus their questioning of child witnesses around periph-
eral details to purposely demonstrate the inconsistencies in a 
child’s memory (Hanna et al., 2012; Pichler et al., 2021). Unless 
peripheral details are volunteered by children via free recall to 
open-ended prompts, or the details are particularly pertinent 
to the prosecution of the case (e.g. points of proof), interview-
ers should avoid unnecessary or excessive questioning about 
peripheral details.

Another manner that memory reconstruction can lead to 
problems for interviewers is when children have been exposed 
to post-event information. As mentioned earlier, post-event 
information is information relating to an incident that a wit-
ness is exposed to after it (e.g. details suggested by a friend). 
Numerous studies have shown that post-event information 
reduces the accuracy of children’s memory reports (Bright-
Paul and Jarrold, 2012; London et al., 2009; Powell et al., 1999). 
The reconstructive nature of memory means that post-event 
information can sometimes be reconstructed into a witness’s 
existing memory for an event; this can occur when it becomes 
confused in memory with the original event or is reconstructed 
into the original event memory to fill memory gaps (Holliday 
et al., 2002; Schacter et al., 2011). Children under 6 years old 
are at particular risk of reconstructing post-event information 
into their memories for events; research has found that with 
increasing age children become less prone to taking on post-
event information as they develop better memory and lan-
guage skills (Paz-Alonso and Goodman, 2016; Templeton and 
Wilcox, 2000; Volpini et al., 2016).

Whilst many sources of post-event information may not be 
under the control of an interviewer, one key source of post-event 
information that is manageable is the presence of leading ques-
tions. Both specific and open-ended prompts are considered 
leading if the question introduces a detail not provided by the 
witness (e.g. ‘Tell me about the car’ when no car had been men-
tioned; Sharman et al., 2014). Reconstructive memory processes 
can construct these suggested details into memory reports of 
the incident, especially in young children (see Goodman and 
Melinder, 2007). Open-ended leading questions are particu-
larly likely to produce inaccurate memory reports, since they 
encourage deep processing of the suggested detail (Sharman et 
al., 2014; Sharman and Powell, 2012). Unfortunately, adults are 
very poor at determining true from false accounts from child 
witnesses (Connolly et al., 2008), so once leading questions have 
been asked it can very difficult―or impossible―to unpick 
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their effects on memory (Ceci and Bruck, 1993). Accordingly, 
interviewers must avoid leading questions.

Summary
Memory processes are reconstructive in nature, opposing com-
mon beliefs that memory acts like a record of what has occurred. 
Reconstructive processes mean that errors and inconsistencies 
are inherent in memory reports, particularly for young children 
who are still developing their memory abilities (Volpini et al., 
2016). Since peripheral details are particularly poorly remem-
bered, asking needless or excessive questions about peripheral 
details may increase children’s errors and inconsistencies (Toth 
and Valentino, 2008). Furthermore, leading questions intro-
ducing details a child has not mentioned can implant incorrect 
details into memory reports, forming convincing and long-
lasting inaccuracies (Ceci and Bruck, 1993; Holliday et al., 
2002). Thus, it is important to avoid leading questions.

R EC A L L I N G  I N D I V I D UA L  I N CI D E N TS  O F 
O N G O I N G  A B U S E  R EQ U I R E S  E X T R A  SU P P O RT
Many children suffer multiple incidents of abuse before authori-
ties become aware of it (Australian Institute of Health and Welfare, 
2018; Trocome et al., 2010). The commonality of repeated abuse 
is, in part, due to children’s reluctance to disclose abuse to adults 
promptly (Foynes et al., 2009; McElvaney, 2015). In many juris-
dictions, legislation requires children to provide specific episodic 
details about distinct incidents of abuse (i.e. to ‘particularise’ 
separate incidents) for charges to be laid (e.g. S. v The Queen, 
1989). Particularization requirements protect the rights of the 
accused and prevent multiple convictions for a single offence 
(see Woiwod and Connolly, 2017). Furthermore, detailing the 
acts performed on separate incidents guides charging decisions; 
charges carrying higher sentences are applied when an incident 
involves severe abuse (Boxall and Fuller, 2016) or when multi-
ple incidents can be particularized (e.g. continuous child sexual 
abuse statutes often require description of two or three separate 
incidents; Woiwod and Connolly, 2017). Children’s credibility 
in court is also increased when they provide unique details from 
discrete episodic incidents of abuse (Burrows and Powell, 2013; 
Smith and Milne, 2011). Despite these requirements, particular-
izing individual incidents is difficult for children because mem-
ory for events experienced repeatedly has unique complexities 
(compared with events experienced only once; see Brubacher 
and Earhart, 2019).

When an event is experienced repeatedly, a generic repre-
sentation of what usually occurs is encoded into memory (i.e. a 
‘script’; Schank and Abelson, 1977). Scripts do not represent any 
individual incident but rather the typical happenings of all inci-
dents (i.e. script information is considered semantic knowledge, 
not an episodic incident; Brubacher et al., 2012). Scripts are 
recalled in a timeless present or conditional tense (e.g. ‘We play/
would play the secret game’) with optional details (e.g. ‘Sometimes 
we do it in the bedroom or the bathroom’) and impersonal pro-
nouns (e.g. ‘You play it without clothes on’; Connolly et al., 2008; 
Fivush et al., 1984). Children can develop more detailed and 
complex scripts with age; 3-year-olds’ can only create rudimen-
tary scripts with few details but 7-year-olds’ scripts are complex 

with many details (Farrar and Goodman, 1992). While scripts 
support even young children to report the regularly occurring 
details from events, they create great difficulty for all children to 
provide changing or different details from an individual incident 
(Powell et al., 1999). Furthermore, children report scripts more 
easily and readily than they report individual incidents (Hudson 
and Nelson, 1986; Powell et al., 1999). This causes challenges for 
particularization requirements.

Two studies have found that asking for children’s script (what 
usually happens) before having them particularize one episodic 
incident helped them report more information overall during 
interviews (Brubacher et al., 2012; Connolly and Gordon, 
2014). Eliciting a script first might also generate unique details 
that interviewers can subsequently use to ask about individual 
incidents (e.g. ‘It happens in different places like my house, his 
house, or the caravan’ might lead to three different incidents 
to particularize). However, one recent study of adult witnesses 
found that providing their script first reduced the number of 
details that they subsequently provided when particularizing 
two separate incidents (Danby et al., 2022). The effects of recall-
ing the script first on children’s subsequent reports of two or 
more individual incidents have yet to be tested.

An additional challenge for children reporting individual 
incidents of abuse is the commission of source monitoring errors. 
When recalling an individual incident, children commonly con-
fuse details from other episodic incidents (e.g. reporting that 
a penetrative offence occurred the time in the bedroom, when 
it actually occurred the time in the bathroom; Woiwod et al., 
2019). According to the Source Monitoring Framework, these 
errors occur if the child incorrectly decides which incident 
contained a detail at the point of memory retrieval ( Johnson et 
al., 1993). Source-monitoring errors can result in investigative 
resources being used to pursue incorrect information, or chil-
dren appearing unreliable as witnesses. Children are more prone 
to these errors than adults because source-monitoring abilities 
develop slowly over childhood (Lindsay et al., 1991; Roberts, 
2002; Ryan, 2010). However, source-monitoring errors are even 
common among adults (Deck and Paterson, 2020).

When interviewers require children to particularize indi-
vidual incidents, they should focus on only one episodic inci-
dent at a time (Brubacher and Earhart, 2019; Tulving, 1985). 
To achieve this, interviewers should ask ‘Has [child’s words for 
abuse] happened one time or more than one time?’ to establish 
whether abuse is repeated, and then direct the child to one indi-
vidual incident. Children as young as 4 years old can accurately 
determine that an event occurred more than once, whereas esti-
mating the specific number of times is much more difficult for 
children (Sharman et al., 2011).

Once repeated abuse is established, interviewers can then 
direct children to particularize an individual incident of abuse 
that they remember well. Children commonly recall most details 
from the first and last incidents from repeated events, rather than 
middle ones (Danby et al., 2017b; Woiwod and Connolly, 2017). 
This finding reflects an application of the serial position effect―
the superior memory for early and late items in a set relative to 
middle items (Ebbinghaus, 1885). The most recent incident of 
abuse may be particularly helpful to direct children to recall if 
it was a catalyst for police involvement (Woiwod and Connolly, 
2017). Of course, each child has individual factors impacting 
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their memory. In some cases, the first time might be difficult 
to recall if it occurred when the child was very young or if early 
grooming behaviours blurred children’s perceptions of when 
abuse began. Furthermore, details that are different from usual 
will stand out in memory (Farrar and Goodman, 1992; Woiwod 
and Connolly, 2017), so some children may indicate that a mid-
dle incident is well recalled by mentioning it spontaneously (e.g. 
‘It was always at nighttime except one time it was early in the 
morning’). Directing children to recall the last, first, or another 
best-remembered incident is recommended to support children 
to particularize separate occasions.

Once recalling an individual incident, interviewers should pose 
narrative questions in past tense (e.g. ‘What happened next?’) 
and actively listen to children’s responses. Present tense language 
(e.g. ‘He touches me’) can denote that a script is being recalled 
whereas past tense (e.g. ‘He touched me’) can denote that an epi-
sodic memory is being recalled (although it cannot guarantee an 
episodic memory is being recalled; Connolly et al., 2008; Fivush  
et al., 1984). Past tense narrative questions should be used to 
exhaust children’s memory for one incident entirely before ask-
ing about other incidents. If children respond in present tense or 
discuss numerous incidents at once, the interviewer will need to 
direct them to a single individual incident (Burrows and Powell, 
2013). Clearly labelling each incident with a unique name using 
the child’s words (e.g. ‘the time in the bedroom’, ‘the time after school’) 
is one helpful method through which interviewers can direct chil-
dren to the incident they want recalled (e.g. ‘We are just talking 
about the time in the bedroom right now. Tell me more about the 
time in the bedroom’). Using clear labels for incidents further helps 
cue the child into the correct memory to recall and reduces source-
monitoring errors (Brubacher et al., 2018; Pearse et al., 2003).

Summary
After repeated incidents, scripts of what usually happens are 
encoded and individual incidents are often confused in memory 
( Johnson et al., 1993; Schank and Abelson, 1977). This poses 
a challenge for particularization requirements. Interviewers 
should avoid asking children for a specific estimate of how 
many times abuse has occurred, and instead establish frequency 
by asking whether the abuse occurred one time or more than 
one time. Children alleging that abuse has occurred more than 
once should be focused on one well-recalled incident at a time 
(such as the last time, first time, or another time that stands 
out). Incidents should be labelled with a unique name using the 
child’s words and discussed one-at-a-time. When asking children 
to particularize incidents, interviewers should phrase questions 
in past tense to encourage episodic retrieval.

CO N CLU S I O N
This article has described five considerations about children’s 
memory to dispel misconceptions and provide interviewers 
with an accessible summary of the literature examining mem-
ory processes. While interviewers are commonly recommended 
to adhere to expert guidelines, the current article introduces 
interviewers to the memory-related reasons underlying why 
some interview practices are recommended and how these prac-
tices influence children’s memory. Understanding the reasons 

underlying recommendations is expected to support interview-
ers to apply them (Cheung et al., 2017; Mylopoulos et al., 2018). 
The literature examining children’s memories demonstrates 
that children can be accurate and capable witnesses to crimes 
when interviews are appropriately adjusted to their capabilities. 
Interviewers should adopt developmentally appropriate strate-
gies for supporting children’s memory processes and are advised 
to consider the techniques discussed in this article to support 
their planning, interview structuring, and questioning with child 
witnesses.
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