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Do Children Lie About Sexual Abuse? 

                                   
1. Sexually abused childƌeŶ haǀe beeŶ kŶŽǁŶ ƚŽ deŶǇ͕ miŶimiǌe͕ ͞fŽƌgeƚ͕͟ aŶd cŽŶfƵƐe͕ bƵƚ 

they rarely lie. Research by Lucy Berliner (University of Washington) and colleagues in 
Seattle has matched childƌeŶ͛Ɛ ƐƚaƚemeŶƚƐ bǇ ƐeǆƵal ŽffeŶdeƌƐ aŶd found that not only 
were the childƌeŶ͛Ɛ statements accurate, but they often were found to be understated 
accounts of the abuse suffered. 
 

2. The reporting of sexual abuse is a deǀelŽƉmeŶƚal ƉheŶŽmeŶŽŶ͘ ChildƌeŶ dŽŶ͛ƚ 
automatically report the way adults do. Their reports vary at different ages. For example, 
a very young child might not have the vocabulary or concept to express an abusive act 
cŽƌƌecƚlǇ͘ ͞He Ɖeed iŶ mǇ mŽƵƚh͟ iƐ ƚechŶicallǇ iŶcŽƌƌecƚ͕ Ǉeƚ gƌaƉhicallǇ descriptive. The 
manner in which children store and retrieve material also changes as they grow. For 
example, a child who is recalling details from incidents that occurred when he was four is 
attempting recall from a very different cognitive arrangement and even more different 
fƌŽm aŶ adƵlƚ͛Ɛ ǁaǇ Žf ƚhiŶkiŶg͊ TheƐe diffeƌeŶceƐ aŶd inconsistencies might initially 
aƉƉeaƌ aƐ ͞lieƐ͟ bƵƚ ƚheǇ aƌe ŶŽƚ͘ 
 

3.  A well-dŽcƵmeŶƚed ƉheŶŽmeŶŽŶ iƐ ƚhe child͛Ɛ ƐƵƉƉƌeƐƐiŽŶ Žf hiƐ Žƌ heƌ ƐƚŽƌǇ ƌighƚ after 
a child has reported it; this has been described and documented by Suzanne Sgroi, M.D. 
This phenomenon of admission and then denial can make an adult wonder if their story 
is ƚƌƵe͖ iƚ iƐ imƉŽƌƚaŶƚ ƚŽ kŶŽǁ aŶd acceƉƚ ƚhiƐ aƐƉecƚ Žf a child͛Ɛ reporting. 
 

4. Although with extensive prompting or interrogating children can be moved to recant or 
alter details about their stories, most often they rework details they are least clear 
about, but usually remain adamant about central details. 
 

5. Children who have suffered multiple abuse encounters often present conflicting data, 
sometimes combining information from years of abuse into one or two accounts with 
apparently inconsistent details. The more often a child has been abused, the more 
emotionally damaged he or she is. It often is precisely these children who give us clear, 
specific, consistent data that will stand up in court 
 

6. The criminal justice system has certain rules necessary for its functioning. Some of these 
rƵleƐ dŽŶ͛ƚ fiƚ a child ǀeƌǇ ǁell͕ ŶŽƌ dŽ ƚheǇ ƚake iŶƚŽ accŽƵŶƚ ƚhe ŶŽƌmal differences 
beƚǁeeŶ a child͛Ɛ aŶd aŶ adƵlƚ͛Ɛ cŽgŶiƚiǀe ƐƚƌƵcƚƵƌe aŶd memŽƌǇ fƵŶction. Only when a 
child͛Ɛ ƐƚaƚemeŶƚƐ caŶ fiƚ cƌiƚeƌia Žf ƌeliability and consistency can they be successful in 
cƌimiŶal cŽƵƌƚ͘ While a child͛Ɛ iŶcŽŶƐiƐƚeŶcieƐ maǇ ŽŶ ƚhe ƐƵƌface seem like lying, they 
often are normal for his or her age and developmental stage. 
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7. The support of the child protection system by believing the child and his or her attorney, 

is critical to protect the child from the angry repercussions of accusers. If the system fails 
and the child is not protected, the best way for a victimized child to cope might be to 
deŶǇ ŽŶe͛Ɛ allegaƚiŽŶƐ aŶd go back to life the way it was.  Sadly, along with the risk of 
further abuse comes the reality that the protection system no longer works either. 
 

8. Just because charges of alleged abuse have been dropped and children have recanted 
certain statements, this does not indicate that children lie about sexual abuse. While 
controversy rages about whether to believe certain children, the children themselves 
continue to feel misunderstood and mistreated, heightening their sense of being victims.  
The most important thing that you can do for a child who is surviving sexual abuse is to 
listen and believe the child and protect the child from further acts of abuse. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


