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ABSTRACT

Familiarity with research on children’s memory and suggestibility, and
the ability to predict children’s memory and interview performance
could be considered necessary components of expert knowledge about
children as witnesses. The aim of the present study was to investigate
professionals’ attitudes and beliefs about child sexual abuse as well as
their knowledge about children’s memory and suggestibility. The sample
of 40 participants filled in the Child Sexual Abuse Attitude and Belief
Scale (CSAABS; Finnild-Tuohimaa, Santtila, Bjornberg, Hakala, Niemi
& Sandnabba, 2008) and tried to predict children’s memory and sug-
gestibility performance in specific situations (Santtila, Slama, Korkman,
& Finnild, 2014). Self-assessment ratings were associated with previous
CSA and forensic interviewing training experience. However, profes-
sional experience was not associated with the knowledge of CSA nor with
the ability to predict children’s memory and suggestibility performance
in specific situations. The findings suggest that professional experience
does not necessarily indicate a good knowledge in CSA issues among
professionals.
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INTRODUCTION

In a globalising world, the ways crimes are committed are also changing.
For example, in crimes against children, online child sexual exploitation
is on the rise (United Nations Children’s Fund, 2021). In addition, in sus-
pected child sexual abuse (CSA) investigations, besides the police inves-
tigators, different professionals may be involved, such as psychologists,
social workers or child protection workers. In CSA cases there may not
be any other evidence besides the child’s narrative. However, previous
studies indicate that interviews and decision-making processes in these
cases can be negatively influenced by incorrect beliefs and also attitudes
about CSA (Finnild-Tuohimaa, Santtila, Sainio, Niemi & Sandnabba,
2009), therefore, it is important to study these effects in more depth in
different cultural contexts.

Attitudes and pre-existing beliefs may be strong in alleged CSA cases
as this type of crime can be emotionally charged (Finnild-Tuohimaa,
Santtila, Bjornberg, Hakala, Niemi & Sandnabba, 2008). Several studies
have been conducted to investigate the relationship between knowledge
and beliefs about children as witnesses. There is research emphasizing
knowledge or attitudes among laypersons, such as students or poten-
tial jurors (Magnussen et al., 2006; Quas, Thompson & Clarke-Stewart,
2005; Wright et al., 2010), also knowledge and attitudes among experts
(Kassin, Tubb, Hosch & Memon, 2001). Other studies have compared
experts with laypersons (McAuliff & Kovera, 2007; Kask, 2011) as well as
attitudes and beliefs between different groups of professionals (Everson
et al., 1996; Finnila-Tuohimaa et al., 2005; Melinder et al., 2004; Everson
& Sandoval, 2011). For example, Kask (2011), which found very small dif-
ferences in knowledge of eyewitness identification issues between judi-
cial professionals and laypersons.

Santtila, Slama, Korkman and Finnild (2014) point out that the focus
in these studies has mostly been on the attitudes of the professionals,
and the results are rarely compared (but see Melinder & Magnussen,
2014; Kostopoulos, Iversen, Magnussen & Melinder, 2019) to any abso-
lute standard of correctness, that is, factual statements where based on
previous research, it can be said whether a statement is correct or not. To
overcome this shortcoming, Finnild-Tuohimaa et al. (2008) constructed
a scale to measure attitudes and beliefs related to CSA and found that
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several psychologists held strong attitudes and erroneous beliefs related
to CSA. On average, the participants in their study agreed with incorrect
answers or disagreed with correct answers in about 20% of the questions.
This finding is in line with previous research suggesting that clinicians’
scientifically based knowledge about CSA might be inadequate (Finnila-
Tuohimaa, Santtila, Sainio, Niemi & Sandnabba, 2005; Santtila, Slama,
Korkman & Finnild, 2014), and those clinicians sometimes use highly
suggestive interviewing techniques when investigating CSA (Korkman,
Santtila & Sandnabba, 2006). However, the objective classification of
beliefs as correct or incorrect may be difficult when such claims are not
sufficiently contextualised.

Being familiar with research on children’s memory and suggestibility
is an important factor in the formation of knowledge about children as
witnesses (Santtila et al., 2014). Experience is a vital part of expertise and
is often used to measure the expertise of professionals, especially in clini-
cal work (Santtila et al., 2014). In order to learn from experience, people
have to get feedback whether their decisions were accurate or not (Dawes,
1994). However, in practice, this could rarely be the case. Participating
in courses without practical exercises and feedback may increase knowl-
edge and confidence but not necessarily actual competence. This is what
Finnild-Tuohimaa et al. (2008) found, namely, that the more training in
interviewing children the participants had, the more erroneous beliefs
and stronger attitudes they possessed, and that experience did not affect
attitudes and beliefs.

As studies in this field have mainly focused on the question of knowledge
about issues concerning CSA, only a small proportion of research has
focused on linking it with children’s memory and suggestibility (Kassin
etal., 2001; Kovera & Borgida, 1997; Quas, Thompson & Clarke-Stewart,
2005). If the general knowledge is assessed using attitudinal questions,
then it may not guarantee accurate understanding of issues arising in a
specific situation. In fact, we suggest that for an expert to claim to have
specialised knowledge about children’s memory and suggestibility, they
should be able to predict the likelihood of children giving correct and
incorrect answers in specific interview and memory testing situations.
In the first study using this methodology, Quas, Thompson and Clarke-
Stewart (2005) took four widely cited studies on children’s suggestibil-
ity, created short overviews of the studies and asked the participants to
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evaluate the results, namely, to predict the percentage of children of a
certain age and context that either answered questions correctly or con-
formed to suggestive utterances. The overview gave the participants con-
textual information, and the answers were quite specific. Also, since the
participants’ answers could be compared with actual results from the
corresponding studies, the answers could be compared to a definite and
exact standard of correctness. The results demonstrated that the partici-
pants’ ability to predict the behaviour of children in these situations was
low.

Santtila et al. (2014) conducted a study where they let both psychology
students as well as psychologists and lawyers to predict the behaviour
of children in studies regarding children’s memory and suggestibil-
ity. Participants first read a short overview of a study, after which they
answered questions about the study. This was repeated ten times. They
found that the ability to predict the children’s behaviour was low and not
related to professional experience.

In summary, there is evidence that child interviews performed by clini-
cians in legal contexts may be of questionable quality (for example, see
Korkman, Santtila & Sandnabba, 2006; Korkman, Santtila, Westeraker
& Sandnabba, 2008) and those clinicians have rather limited knowledge
of research related to issues of child sexual abuse (Finnila-Tuohimaa et
al., 2008).

AIMS OF THE PRESENT STUDY

There is an increased need to know more about CSA related attitudes,
beliefs and knowledge among professionals working with children. In
Estonia, only the quality of investigative interviews has been studied so
far (Kask, 2012a, 2012b) along with the knowledge of factors regarding
eyewitness testimony by judicial personnel and laypersons (Kask, 2011).
However, there is a gap in research attitudes, and beliefs on the one
hand, and knowledge about CSA of different professionals along with
the factors that could be associated with these constructs (i.e., profes-
sional experience) among different professionals on the other. The aim
of the study was to investigate professionals’ attitudes and beliefs as well
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as their knowledge about CSA. In addition, we were interested in how

professional experience would predict attitudes, beliefs and knowledge
about CSA, and self-rated expertise.

14



Estonian Professionals’ Attitudes, Beliefs, and Knowledge about Issues Regarding Child Sexual Abuse

1. METHOD

1.1 SAMPLE

The convenience sample consisted of 40 participants (7 men and 33
women) with a mean age of 41.9 years (SD = 11.9, range 23-70). In terms
of education, 21 had graduated in psychology, 10 in law, five in medi-
cine, two in education, one in social work and one had an unspecified
university degree. Of the participants, 34 were working, 4 were work-
ing and studying, and two selected another option (i.e., parental leave).
In terms of profession, there were 20 psychologists, five medical doctors
and judges, four prosecutors, two social pedagogics teachers and inves-
tigators, one social worker, and one did not specify his/her job title. The
mean work experience was 15.4 years (SD = 11.0, range 1-46). Sixteen
(40%) participants worked with under 10-year-old children (mean dura-
tion M = 9.84, SD = 9.85; range 1-34). Twenty (50%) participants had
participated in further education related to child sexual abuse and 22
(55%) in further education in forensic interviewing.

1.2 PROCEDURE

The questionnaire was distributed to potential participants through
relevant professional organisations’ mailing lists and was open from
January 7" to March 2™, 2020. Approval for conducting the research
was granted by Tallinn Ethics Committee of Medical Research. The
questionnaire consisted of information about the study, demographic
questions, the Child Sexual Abuse Attitude and Belief Scale (CSAABS;
Finnild-Tuohimaa et al., 2008), knowledge of children’s memory and
suggestibility survey which consisted of eight overviews with associ-
ated questions, and a set of questions about the participants’ professional
experience (based on Santtila et al., 2014). It took approximately 30-45
minutes to complete the questionnaire.
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1.3 QUESTIONNAIRE
1.3.1. CSAABS

The CSAABS consists of 36 items, 15 subjective and 19 factual (beliefs).
The subjective items consisted of four subscales: Disclosure, Pro-Child,
Intuition, and Anti Criminal Justice System (Cronbach alphas ranged
between .70-.81 in the student sample and .65-.79 in the psychologist
sample) that the participants had to rate on a 6-point Likert scale rang-
ing from ‘I do not agree’ to ‘I completely agree’ (Finnild-Tuohimaa et al.,
2008).

1.3.2. Knowledge of children’s memory and suggestibility

In this task, the participants read overviews of studies about children’s
memory and suggestibility using a subset of the scenarios described in
Santtila et al. (2014). A summary of the studies is presented in Table 1
(read about the selection process of the studies more closely from Santtila
etal.,, 2014). In Santtila et al. (2014) there were 15 studies of which ten were
randomly presented to the participants. Each overview was associated
with between two and five questions and the questions had a maximum
of five response options. As the authors acknowledge that the question-
naire was long and with so many response options potentially assess-
ing distinctions without practical relevance, we decided to decrease the
number of studies presented to the participants to eight and the response
options were limited to two to four (on average 2.6). The total number of
questions was 30. The response options and the sequence of the studies
was randomised.

First, participants were given information that the purpose of this task
was to examine knowledge of children’s memory and suggestibility. The
participants first read an overview of a study. Then they answered sev-
eral questions about this study. This process was repeated eight times.
The option of leaving some questions blank or giving a “do not know”
answer did not exist. The questions had a maximum of four response
options, choosing either a correct or an incorrect percentage (see Table 2
for an example of the study description and questions).
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Professional experience. Participants were also asked a set of questions
regarding their professional experience with children. The participants
were asked to answer whether they had participated in any sort of fur-
ther education about child sexual abuse and forensic interviewing of
children. The participants were also asked to rate their own knowledge
(self-rated expertise) regarding children’s memory and suggestibility on
a 7-point Likert scale from ‘very small’ to ‘very large.’
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2. RESULTS

2.1 GROUP DIFFERENCES IN BACKGROUND FACTORS

There was no significant gender difference in education x*(3) = 2.1, p
> .05 nor education difference in age, work experience, working with
young children, and participating CSA or forensic interview trainings
(F-s > .52, p-s >.089).

2.2 CSAABS

Although our sample size was small (n = 40), we conducted princi-
pal component analysis extraction with varimax rotation as previous
research suggests that this type of analysis can be done with such a
sample size (MacCallum, Widaman, Zhang, & Hong, 1999; de Winter,
Dodou, & Wieringa, 2009). The Kaiser-Meyer-Olkin measure of sam-
pling adequacy was .267 and Bartlett’s test of sphericity was significant,
X2(630) = 1031.22, p < .001. Eleven eigen values were larger than one. The
three-factor solution (see Table 3), which explained 44% of the variance
(27%, 9% and 8%, respectively), was preferred because of its previous
theoretical support and the difficulty of interpreting subsequent factors.
No items were removed as they loaded to the factors at least .2 or above.

To the first factor, 16 items loaded that were related to believing in chil-
dren’s reports and attitudes favouring an intuitive approach to CSA
investigations. We labelled this factor the Pro-Child and Intuition sub-
scale. The 11 items loaded on the second factor concerned problems (e.g.,
by any means necessary) with disclosure of CSA, named the Disclosure
subscale. The 9 items loaded on the third factor focused on negative
attitudes towards the functioning of the criminal justice system in CSA
cases, labelled the Anti Criminal Justice System subscale.

Mean composite variables were calculated by summing the items belong-
ing to each scale and dividing by the number of items. Correlations were
computed between the three subscales (see correlations between con-
structs in Table 4). Significant correlations were found between the sub-
scales, range r = .41 — r = .51.
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Participation in courses regarding child sexual abuse and forensic inter-
viewing of children, self-rated expertise and length of professional experi-
ence. Independent samples t-tests revealed that there were no significant
differences between those who had and those who had not participated
in courses regarding child sexual abuse or regarding forensic interview-
ing of children on the three CSAABS subscales (see Table 5). Also, nei-
ther self-rated expertise nor the length of professional experience cor-
related with any of the subscales (rs <.07, ps >.05). However, participating
in CSA and forensic interviewing trainings were significantly correlated,
r=.905,p < 0L

Belief items. Next, we analysed the 19 items assessing factual beliefs
about child abuse. We computed the frequency of clearly agreeing with a
false statement or clearly disagreeing with a correct statement (Finnila-
Tuohimaa et al., 2008). The total number and percentage of participants
choosing scores 5 or 6 for all factual items were computed, except for
items 9 and 16 which were coded reversely. The proportion of correct
responses was .75 (SD = .15, see Table 6). The range of correct responses
were from .37 to 1.00, which indicates that the variance between the par-
ticipants was large.

There were no significant correlations with education and professional
experience (i.e., adult training in CSA or in forensic interviewing, or
self-assessment of knowledge of children’s memory, suggestibility, and
interviewing skills).
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2.3 KNOWLEDGE OF CHILDREN’S MEMORY AND
SUGGESTIBILITY

The proportion of correct responses was .57 (SD = .09, range .40 to .77),
which was higher than the .39 proportion of correct responses expected
based on chance responding using a one-sample t-test, #(39) = 12.82, p <
.001. For example, the question concerning what percentage of the recent
events where at least one thing was accurate that a 1 year 7-month-old
child recalled was answered accurately by 38 (95%) of the participants
whereas only 7 (18%) answered correctly to question related to age differ-
ences in the change of answers in response to repetitive questions.

There were no significant correlations with education and professional
experience. There was also no correlation between the belief items score
of CSAABS and the overall score of the knowledge questionnaire, and
between CSAABS subscales and the overall score of the knowledge
questionnaire.

Self-assessment of knowledge of children’s memory, suggestibility, and
interviewing skills. Finally, we were interested in the relation of self-
assessment of knowledge of children’s memory, suggestibility, and inter-
viewing skills with different predictors (M = 3.48, SD = 1.20). We found
significant correlations with previous CSA training, r = 402, p < .01,
and previous forensic interviewing training, r = .363, p < .021. To exam-
ine this association in more depth, a linear regression backward method
was conducted which resulted in a regression model that was statistically
significant, F(1,38) = 7.31, p < .01, R* = .161. In this model, participating
in CSA training was a statistically significant predictor of the self-assess-
ment score, p =.95,t=2.70, p < .01.
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3. DISCUSSION

The findings suggest that education and professional experience does not
necessarily indicate a good knowledge in CSA issues among professionals
(see also Santtila et al., 2014; Quas, Thompson & Clarke-Stewart, 2005).
Thus, we must place a strong emphasis on the importance of experience.
Experience is often emphasized in clinical work and CSA investigations
as enhancing expertise (Finnild-Tuohimaa et al., 2008), but may not cor-
rect factual misconceptions. Experienced clinicians may lean more on
their professional experience than on scientific, theoretical experience
(Finnild-Tuohimaa et al., 2005) resulting in a more intuitive approach to
CSA. Horner et al. (1993) also note that clinicians with large experience
may use different evidence to rationalise their intuitive perceptions.

Previous research indicates that training may not be effective for cor-
recting erroneous beliefs and attitudes, and thus may not improve deci-
sion making in CSA cases (Finnild-Tuohimaa et al., 2008), but only con-
firm pre-existing beliefs (Dawes, 1994). What could be critical here is to
receive rapid and adequate feedback during the trainings (Dawes, 1994)
as it is known that positive gains of trainings fade significantly over time
(Lamb, Sternberg, Orbach, Esplin & Mitchell, 2002). Also, the profes-
sionals may possess attitudes and beliefs early in their career and partici-
pating in training leads to interpreting the training selectively according
to these attitudes and beliefs.

The study has several limitations regarding the sample size and forma-
tion. Our sample size was small (possibly due to a lengthy questionnaire)
and also we have to bear in mind that our sample was relatively diverse
by education - roughly half of the participants were psychology gradu-
ates, 25% in law, 13% in medicine etc. therefore, we have to be very care-
ful generalising the results to a larger professional population. Thus, this
topic should be further investigated with a larger sample size.

To conclude, self-evaluated expertise may not be a guarantee of an actual
good quality of expertise. Self-assessment ratings were associated with
previous CSA and forensic interviewing trainings, however, professional
experience was also not associated with the belief (factual) item scores
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of knowledge of CSA nor with predictions regarding research on chil-
dren’s memory and suggestibility. Thus, it can be suggested that besides
theoretical trainings, constant practical trainings are needed for the
interviewers to implement newly acquired knowledge into practice and
to repeat the practical training over time to maintain the good quality of
investigative interviews with children.
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