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ABSTRACT

S. Garven. J. M. Wood. R. S. Malpass. and J. S. Shaw (19981 found that the interviewing
techniques used in the McMartin Preschool case can induce preschool children to make
false allegations of wrongdoing against a classroom visitor. In this study, 2 specific
components of the McMartin interviews, reinforcement and cowitness information, were
examined more closely in interviews of 120 children, ages 5 to 7 years. Children who
received reinforcement made 35% false allegations against a classroom visitor, compared
with 12% made by controls. When questioned about "fantastic" events (e.g., being taken
from school in a helicopter), children receiving reinforcement made 52% false
allegations, compared with 5% made by controls. In a second interview, children
repeated the allegations even when reinforcement had been discontinued. The findings
indicate that reinforcement can swiftly induce children to make persistent false
allegations of wrongdoing.

During the 1980s, a series of highly publicized "daycare ritual abuse cases" erupted across the United
States and Europe ( Nathan & Snedeker. 1995 ). In widely separated locales, groups of preschool children
made similar bizarre allegations, claiming that they had been sexually abused by their teachers and forced
to participate in fantastic ceremonies, often with Satanic overtones. The first such case to receive national
attention was in Manhattan Beach, California. Seven teachers at the McMartin Preschool were accused of
kidnapping children and flying them in a helicopter to an isolated farm, where animals were tortured and
the children were forced to engage in group sex. All charges were eventually dropped against five of the
teachers. The remaining two were tried in criminal court but not convicted.

The prosecution in the McMartin case relied heavily on videotaped interviews of children. However, these
interviews eventually undermined the prosecution's case. After the trial, jurors publicly criticized them as
leading and suggestive ( Reinhold. 1990 : Timnick & Mcflraw. 1990 : Wilkerson & Rainev. 1990 ).
Popular-press books and articles ( Eberle & Eberle. 1993 : Hicks. 1991 : Nathan & Snedeker. 1995 : Tavris,
1997 ) and academic writings ( Ceci & Bruck. 1993 . 1995 : Green. 1992 : Mason. 1991 : but see Fallcr,
1996 : Summit. 1994 ) have also criticized the McMartin interviews. In addition, archival and experimental
studies by Wood, Garven, and their colleagues have explored these interviews more systematically, as
discussed below.

Wood ct al. (1998) compared transcripts of the McMartin interviews with transcripts of sexual abuse
interviews in an ordinary child protection service (CPS). Quantitative analyses confirmed the impressions
of previous authors: The McMartin interviews were found to be substantially more suggestive than CPS




























































































