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ABSTRACT
In child sexual abuse (CSA) testimony, attorneys may ask children questions containing pronoun anaphora (e.g., “Where was 
your Dad?” “What did he do?” he is a pronoun anaphora for referent, Dad). To answer these questions, children must recall the 
pronoun's referent and appropriate answer to the question. This may be too complex a cognitive task for young children, espe-
cially when there are multiple question- and- answer (Q– A) turns between the referent and pronoun, leading to misunderstand-
ing. We examined Q– A pairs containing pronouns in 40 CSA testimonies of 5 to 10- year- olds. Many attorneys' questions (24%) 
contained pronouns. Attorneys averaged 4.11 Q– A turns between the referent and pronoun. With each additional Q– A turn, the 
likelihood of misunderstanding increased. Children's age was also associated with a significant decrease in misunderstanding, 
meaning older children exhibited fewer misunderstandings. To reduce misunderstanding, those questioning children should 
clarify the referent quickly when their question contains pronoun anaphora.

1   |   Introduction

When interviewing children about alleged sexual abuse, it is 
generally recommended that interviewers ask short and sim-
ple questions because they are more cognitively appropriate 
for children's developing linguistic skills (La Rooy et al. 2015). 
In child sexual abuse (CSA) trial testimony, prosecutors will 
likely attempt to follow best practice recommendations and 
ask children short and simple questions (Lamb et al.  2018), 
while defense attorneys may ask children vague and complex 
questions to undermine the credibility of the child's testimony 
(Andrews, Lamb, and Lyon 2015; Evans, Lee, and Lyon 2009; 
Sullivan et al. 2022). One understudied side- effect of the above 

is that the prosecution's motivation to keep questions short and 
simple and the defense's motivation to keep questions vague 
may lead both attorneys to use pronoun anaphors (e.g., he, she, 
they) when questioning children about alleged abuse. This is 
important, because it is likely that pronoun anaphora can lead 
to miscommunications, which can have clear legal implications 
for how children's reports are understood and then assessed for 
credibility.

Pronoun anaphora in attorney questioning occurs when pro-
nouns are used in place of the initial referent (e.g., “Where 
was Sam?” “I don't know.” “Was he in the room?” “Yes”). To 
properly respond to questions containing pronoun anaphora, 
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children must refer back (i.e., backward reference) to the 
question that contained the referent (e.g., “Sam”). This places 
additional cognitive demands on the child because they must 
recall the referent and think of the appropriate response to 
the question. The cognitive load may be even greater when 
there are multiple question- and- answer (Q– A) turns between 
the referent and pronoun, and when the pronoun could rea-
sonably refer to more than one individual (e.g., “Where were 
Sam and Max?” “I don't know.” “Was he in the room?” “Yes”). 
The added cognitive load required to answer questions with 
pronoun anaphora may lead to children's misunderstanding 
(Sullivan et al.  2022). However, no published studies have 
examined: (1) how often attorney questions contain pronoun 
anaphora during children's courtroom testimony, (2) whether 
the number of Q– A turns between a referent and pronoun 
(i.e., backward referencing distance) predicts misunderstand-
ing from children respondents, and (3) whether the number 
of individuals a pronoun could refer to predicts misunder-
standing from children respondents. To ensure best practices 
when questioning children about abuse and help prosecutors 
avoid misunderstanding, it is critical to examine how pro-
noun anaphora predicts children's clear misunderstandings in 
courtroom questioning.

Through analysis of Q– A pairs from CSA criminal court trial 
transcripts, the current study examined how often attorney 
questions contained pronoun anaphora and whether back-
ward referencing distance (i.e., the number of question- answer 
turns since the original referent) and number of individu-
als the pronoun could reasonably refer to predicted children's 
misunderstandings.

2   |   Children's Understanding of Pronoun 
Anaphora

Anaphora generally refers to a word being substituted for a pre-
viously mentioned word, phrase, or concept. One of the most 
common uses of anaphora are pronouns in place of a subject 
name, for example, “Bill is moving to New York. He is very ex-
cited.” In this sentence, “Bill” is the initial referent and “he” is 
a pronoun anaphora for “Bill.” Rather than repeating the same 
name multiple times, pronouns can be used to shorten and sim-
plify sentences. However, the use of pronouns can be ambiguous 
and quickly cause confusion when the initial referent is unclear, 
particularly when children are answering questions containing 
pronoun anaphora.

When a question contains a pronoun, the respondent must link 
the pronoun to its referent; researchers have found this task 
to be challenging for young children, particularly when the 
pronoun is vague (Sekerina, Stromswold, and Hestvik  2004; 
Tyler 1983). In a study that compared 4– 7- year- old children with 
adults, researchers found that children were significantly slower 
than adults in linking an ambiguous pronoun to its referent (e.g., 
“The boy placed the box behind him;” when shown a picture of 
a boy placing a box behind a man) (Sekerina, Stromswold, and 
Hestvik  2004). When children are testifying to alleged sexual 
abuse in court, where they are frequently recalling details about 
abuse after a delay and are likely experiencing stress, the cogni-
tive demands of linking an ambiguous anaphora to its referent 

may be too difficult for children, especially young children, 
leading to misunderstanding.

Pronoun anaphora can be particularly ambiguous when there 
are multiple Q– A turns between the referent and pronoun. 
If the referent and pronoun are in the same Q– A pair or one 
Q– A turn apart, referencing backward and identifying the 
pronoun's referent may not introduce much cognitive demand 
for children. However, as the number of Q– A turns between 
the referent and pronoun increases, the referent may become 
more difficult to recall and the pronoun becomes more am-
biguous. In these instances, backward referencing may place 
a heavy cognitive load on children, leading to confusion and 
misunderstanding. For example, working memory must hold 
the referent in mind through multiple Q– A turns. In addi-
tion, inhibition may be implicated when there are distrac-
tions and interruptions, and the child must inhibit salient 
distractions and remain focused on the dialogue to be able to 
backward reference; as such, distractions between the Q– A 
turns, such as interruptions, introduce an additional cogni-
tive burden that makes backward referencing even more diffi-
cult (Arnold 2010). This is especially relevant in a courtroom 
where objections can easily interrupt the flow of questioning. 
However, no published studies have examined how the num-
ber of Q– A turns between the referent and pronoun predict 
misunderstanding in children's CSA trial testimony.

Pronoun anaphora can also be ambiguous when the initial ques-
tion contains more than one referent and it is unclear who the 
pronoun is referring to. For example, consider the question, “So 
you were with Bill and Sam. And what did he do?” In this ques-
tion, the initial subject that the pronoun “he” is referring to could 
reasonably be Bill or Sam. Using a pronoun instead of a subject 
name when there are multiple possible referents takes signifi-
cantly longer to process (Gernsbacher 1989). Furthermore, iden-
tifying the initial referent is more difficult for children when 
there are multiple possible referents (Sekerina, Stromswold, and 
Hestvik  2004). However, no published studies have examined 
whether the number of individuals a pronoun could reasonably 
refer to predicts children's misunderstanding in trial testimony. 
Given the limitations in the literature, the current study exam-
ined how the number of Q– A turns between the initial referent 
and pronoun and the number of individuals the pronoun could 
reasonably refer to predicted children's misunderstanding in 
CSA trial testimony.

3   |   Pronoun Anaphora in Trial Testimony

Questions containing pronoun anaphora may be particularly dif-
ficult for children when testifying in court because of the mental 
stress the courtroom environment can create. In the courtroom, 
children must answer questions in an environment they are un-
familiar with (Pantell  2017), in front of a crowd, and with the 
alleged perpetrator present. The stress of CSA trial testimony can 
lead to reduced memory capabilities among children (Nathanson 
and Saywitz 2003). Due to this stress, backward referencing and 
recalling the correct referent, particularly when there are many 
Q– A turns between the referent and pronoun and numerous 
possible referents, may be particularly difficult for children. The 
stress of trial testimony may, in turn, increase the likelihood of 
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brief, unelaborated responses from children and clear misunder-
standing in response to questions with pronoun anaphora.

Since both attorneys may frequently ask children questions con-
taining pronoun anaphora, and these questions may be partic-
ularly likely to elicit misunderstanding in the courtroom, it is 
critical to examine the use of pronoun anaphora in CSA trial 
testimonies. Few studies have examined attorneys' use of pro-
noun anaphora during children's testimony, and these studies 
are limited in several respects. No published studies have exam-
ined how often attorney questions contain pronoun anaphora 
during children's trial testimony and whether the use of pro-
noun anaphora predicts clear misunderstanding.

3.1   |   Prior Research on Anaphora in Trial 
Testimony

Few researchers have assessed the use of anaphora in court-
room questioning. Those who have noted that responding to 
questions with anaphora and particularly, “backward referenc-
ing,” may be difficult for children (Brennan 1995; Kranat and 
Westcott 1994; Sullivan et al. 2022; Zajac and Cannan 2009). 
One practice guide for child interviewers warned against 
the use of ambiguous anaphora (Walker  2013). However, 
this research merely noted the occurrence of anaphora and 
that it might create issues for children. In these prior stud-
ies, researchers did not examine the frequency with which 
anaphora was used or how backward referencing distance 
and other vague uses of anaphora can predict children's 
misunderstanding.

One published study by Sullivan et al.  (2022) qualitatively 
explored children's misunderstanding when describing the 
body mechanics of an abuse incident in CSA trial testimony. 
In this study, the researchers found that questions containing 
anaphora and elliptical questions (i.e., questions that include 
an omission of one or more elements from an utterance: e.g., 
“Did you say anything?” “Did your mom?” where “say any-
thing” is elided from the second question) contributed to 18% 
of clear misunderstandings (i.e., child expressed confusion, 
offered inconsistent details, offered a clearly inappropriate 
level of detail, and/or failed to provide clear and informative 
answers after repeated questioning) between attorneys and 
children. This study, however, included elliptical questioning 
and other forms of anaphora in their categorization and ex-
plored anaphora qualitatively. Although elliptical question-
ing is related to anaphora because it involves word omission, 
including elliptical questioning in this category means the 
influence of pronoun anaphora alone in leading to misunder-
standing is unclear. Furthermore, because this study explored 
anaphora qualitatively and assessed other forms of anaphora 
(e.g., “it” and “that” to describe abusive acts), the research-
ers did not examine how backward referencing distance and 
number of individuals a pronoun could refer to statistically 
predicted the likelihood of misunderstanding. As such, while 
Sullivan et al. (2022) identified that anaphora leads to misun-
derstanding in CSA trial testimony, the current study exam-
ined two factors (backward referencing distance; number of 
possible referents) that may partially explain why the use of 
anaphora can lead to child misunderstanding.

4   |   Examining Misunderstandings in Children's 
Trial Testimony

Misunderstandings between the child and attorney may under-
mine the credibility of the child's testimony, because if the child 
does not overtly express confusion (e.g., “I don't get what you 
mean”) then misunderstanding indicates that the child's response 
was inconsistent or clearly under- informative (Sullivan et al. 2022). 
When children's responses are unclear or inconsistent due to mis-
understanding, this can negatively affect their perceived credibility 
(Denne et al. 2020; Tabak and Klettke 2014). It is therefore critical 
to examine the types of questions that elicit misunderstandings be-
tween children and attorneys in CSA trial testimony. However, due 
to children's typical response patterns when answering questions 
in court, it is challenging to accurately capture misunderstanding.

It is difficult to study children's misunderstanding during trial 
testimony because children often do not display overt misunder-
standing and rarely request for clarification (Malloy et al. 2015). 
Sullivan et al. (2022) captured misunderstanding if the child ex-
pressed confusion, offered inconsistent details, offered a clearly 
inappropriate level of detail, and/or failed to provide clear and 
informative answers after repeated questioning. However, attor-
neys' questions during trial testimony are primarily closed- ended 
(e.g., yes/no questions; Andrews, Lamb, and Lyon 2015; Andrews 
et al. 2016; Stolzenberg et al. 2020), and children most often dis-
play formal reticence, where they provide minimally sufficient 
responses to answer the questions (e.g., “yes” or “no” without 
additional elaboration; Stolzenberg and Lyon 2017; Stolzenberg 
and Lyon 2014). Furthermore, in response to closed- ended ques-
tions children will likely guess rather than express uncertainty 
(Fritzley and Lee 2003; Waterman and Blades 2013). As such, a 
child may misunderstand a question but simply respond “yes” 
or “no,” and if their “yes” and “no” responses are not clearly in-
consistent, a misunderstanding would not be captured. The cur-
rent study used Sullivan et al. (2022) coding scheme to capture 
misunderstanding, but our frequency of misunderstandings was 
likely underestimated. Because of this, we also qualitatively ex-
plored attorneys' questions in which a vague pronoun was used 
and children provided minimally sufficient responses when an-
swering the question.

5   |   Current Study

We examined whether pronoun anaphora, backward referenc-
ing distance, and number of individuals the pronoun could refer 
to predicted children's misunderstanding in CSA criminal court 
testimonies. As few studies have examined pronoun anaphora in 
this context, we assessed the frequency of pronoun anaphora and 
hypothesized that these questions would be common in trial tes-
timonies. Given the cognitive demands associated with backward 
referencing, we further hypothesized that as the number of Q– A 
turns between the initial referent and pronoun increased, the like-
lihood of misunderstanding between the child and attorney would 
increase. Finally, we hypothesized that as the number of individ-
uals the pronoun could reasonably refer to increased, the likeli-
hood of misunderstanding between the child and the attorney 
would increase. We reasoned pronouns that could refer to more 
than one individual should introduce greater ambiguity, leading 
to increased misunderstanding. Finally, to capture additional 
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questions that were difficult but children did not display clear mis-
understanding, we qualitatively explored attorneys' vague use of 
pronoun anaphora and children's brief, unelaborated responses.

6   |   Method

6.1   |   Sample

This study examined archival data and was categorized as exempt 
by Arizona State University's Institutional Review Board (IRB). 
We examined 40 testimonies of children 5 years old to 10 years old 
(Mage at trial = 8 years old, SD = 1.54 years) in criminal court cases 
of Child Sexual Abuse (CSA). Because criminal cases are public 
record, the Maricopa County District Attorney's Office provided 
us with information regarding 398 victims in 252 cases of CSA 
prosecuted between January 2005 through December 2015 in 
Maricopa County. Cases were eligible for our initial sample if they 
included at least a single charge of Sexual Conduct with a Minor 
(A.R.S.13- 1405), Child Molestation (A. R.S. 13- 1410) or Sex Abuse 
(A. R.S. 13- 1404). We contacted and paid court reporters to provide 
transcripts of completed cases; 73 court reporters were contacted 
and 47 provided transcripts (64% response rate). We were unable to 
obtain transcripts when the court reporters could not identify the 
court records, retired, moved, or were otherwise unreachable. We 
received 214 complete victim's testimonies across 142 cases (some 
cases included multiple victims). Of these 214 testimonies, 134 
were minors at testimony (across 101 cases; Mvictim per case = 1.33, 
SDvictim per case = 0.65); the remaining transcripts involved young 
adults testifying about alleged victimization during their child-
hood. For the purposes of the current study, we examined the 
40 testimonies involving the youngest child witnesses (5-  to 
10- year- olds). We chose to focus on a younger age range based on 
prior research that younger children struggle with vague pronoun 
use (Sekerina, Stromswold, and Hestvik 2004).

Children in our sample were 90% female. Children were 27.5% 
White, 30% Latino, 5% Black, 5% Asian, 2.5% Native Indian/
Alaska Native, and 30% unknown. Defendants in our sample 
were 50% White, 42.5% Latino, 5% Black, and 2.5% Native Indian/
Alaska Native. Defendants (97.5% male) were the child's parent or 
caregiver 27.5% of the time, another family member 27.5% of the 
time, a stranger 5% of the time, and categorized as ‘Other’ in 40% 
of cases. Children alleged penetration or attempted intercourse in 
15% of cases, oral copulation or genital contact in 10% of cases, and 
less severe abuse (e.g., fondling, exhibitionism) in 50% of cases, 
and other/unclear in 25% of cases. About half of the children in our 
sample (52%) alleged repeated abuse. Eighty- five percent of cases 
resulted in a conviction of at least one charge.

6.2   |   Coding

6.2.1   |   Pronoun Anaphora Coding

We began by identifying all Q– A Pairs that contained a pronoun 
anaphora. The following pronouns were machine identified: 
She, Her, Hers, Herself, He, Him, His, Himself, They, Them, 
Their, Theirs, Themselves. Then, two coders coded the number 
of Q– A Turns that occurred between the initial referent and 
pronoun, the number of individuals a pronoun could reasonably 

refer to, and whether the attorney or child provided the referent. 
Take, for example, the following turns of Q– A Pairs from a trial 
transcript:

Q– A Pair 1:

Q. And did you— did Becca tell you what to talk about when you 
were talking to Barb?

A. No.

Q– A Pair 2:

Q. Did she tell you what to say?

A. No.

Q– A Pair 2 contains the identified pronoun (she) and Q– A Pair 
1 contains the referents (Becca; Barb). As such, there is one Q– A 
turn between the referents and pronoun. There are 2 possible 
referents because there are 2 individuals that “she” could refer 
to, “Becca” and “Barb.” The attorney offered the initial referents, 
as both “Becca” and “Barb” are named in the attorney's question.

Our gold standard coder first coded the entire sample. Then, 
a second research assistant coded the first 25% of the sample 
and reliability was assessed. Cohen's Kappa exceeded 0.81 for 
all variables, and percent agreement exceeded 88% for all vari-
ables. Specifically, for the number of Q– A turns between the ini-
tial referent and pronoun, κ = 0.85, 88% agreement; for number 
of people the pronoun could reasonably refer to, κ = 0.86, 95% 
agreement; for whether the attorney or child provided the initial 
referent, κ = 0.81, 98% agreement.

6.2.2   |   Misunderstanding Coding

Two coders reliably assessed all Q– A pairs containing pronoun 
anaphora for probable misunderstandings. Both coders inde-
pendently coded the entire sample and all disagreements were 
resolved to ensure 100% reliability. We used the same misunder-
standing coding structure as Sullivan et al.  (2022). Specifically, 
we coded a misunderstanding when: (1) the child expressed con-
fusion (e.g., ‘I don't get what you mean’); (2) provided inconsis-
tent details (e.g., Q. ‘Did he touch you with a different part of his 
body?’ A. ‘No.’ Q. ‘Did your dad touch you with his hand?’ A. 
‘Yes.’); (3) provided a clearly inappropriate level of detail (e.g., Q. 
‘What were you wearing when he touched you?’ A. ‘Clothes.’), or 
(4) failed to provide clear and informative answers after repeated 
questioning (e.g., Q. ‘When you say he raped you, what do you 
mean?’ A. ‘He did adult stuff to me.’ Q. ‘When you say adult stuff, 
can you tell me what that means?’ A. ‘He did nasty stuff to me.’). 
Finally, we machine coded for terms that may indicate misun-
derstanding (e.g., “understand,” “get it”) as an extra measure to 
capture any overlooked misunderstandings.

7   |   Results

Across the 40 cases examined, we identified a total of 2,940 
attorney questions (24% of all questions asked) that included 
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pronoun anaphora (total sample = 12,314 questions). Within the 
questions containing pronouns, 75% contained masculine (he, 
him, his), 29% feminine (she, her, hers), and 11% plural (they, 
them, their) pronouns. The attorney offered the initial referent 
in 92% of Q– A pairs (n = 2717), whereas the child offered the 
referent in 6% of Q– A pairs (n = 165). In 1.6% of Q– A pairs, the 
initial referent could not be identified; the initial referent was so 
difficult to identify that two trained coders could not do so in 
these instances. We identified 146 pronoun anaphora Q– A pairs 
(5% of Q– A pairs containing pronoun anaphora) that were part 
of a clear misunderstanding.

7.1   |   Backward Referencing Distance 
and Misunderstanding

Pronouns averaged a distance of 4.11 Q– A turns from their ref-
erent (SD = 10.14). At most, an attorney question contained a 
pronoun that was 146 Q– A turns away from its referent; there 
were 20 total instances where a pronoun was more than 50 
Q– A turns from its referent. When children offered the refer-
ent, there was an average distance of 2.6 Q– A turns (SD = 2.97) 
between the pronoun and referent, compared to when attorneys 
offered the referent, where the average distance was 4.21 Q– A 
turns (SD = 10.43). This difference was marginally significant 
(F(1, 2879) = 3.9, p = 0.048, ηp2 = 0.001), indicating the pronoun 
anaphora occurred closer to the referent if the child offered the 
referent first.

We conducted a logistic regression to examine whether the 
number of Q– A turns between the referent and pronoun (i.e., 
backward referencing distance) and age predicted the odds of a 
misunderstanding occurring (Table  1). The overall model was 
statistically significant χ2 (2) = 13.67, p < 0.001. The model ex-
plained 1.4% (Nagelkerke R2) of the variance in misunderstand-
ing and correctly classified 95% of cases. With each 1- Q– A pair 
increase in backward referencing distance, a misunderstanding 
was 1.02 times more likely to occur (b = 0.02, S.E. = 0.01, Wald 
x2(1) = 14.4, p < 0.001, 95% CI [1.01, 1.03]). With each 1- year in-
crease in age, a misunderstanding was 0.88 times less likely to 
occur (b = −0.13, S.E. = 0.06, Wald x2(1) = 4.89, p = 0.027, 95% CI 
[0.79, 0.99]). This pattern of results is consistent when outlier in-
stances longer than 50 Q– A turns are removed from the analysis.

7.2   |   Number of Possible Referents for Pronoun 
and Misunderstanding

We observed 342 Q– A pairs (12%) that contained pronouns that 
could reasonably refer to more than one person. For example, in 

the testimony of a 7- year- old female, a prosecutor question about 
an abuse incident contained a pronoun, “he,” that could reason-
ably refer to 2 individuals, Logan and the child's father:

Q: “What did he do? What did Logan do?”

A: “Logan knocked on the door.”

Q: “And what did your father say?”

A: “I don't remember.”

Q: “Okay. Did Logan go into the room?”

A: “No.”

Q: “And each time he would rub your private?”

A: “Yes.”

In this instance the child provided primarily brief, unelaborated 
responses and did not display clear misunderstanding, but the 
pronoun referent was nevertheless vague.

We conducted a logistic regression on all anaphora Q– A pairs 
to examine whether the number of individuals a pronoun could 
reasonably refer to and child age predicted the odds of a misun-
derstanding occurring (Table 2). The overall model was statis-
tically significant χ2(2) = 19.92, p < 0.001. The model explained 
2% (Nagelkerke R2) of the variance in misunderstanding and 
correctly classified 94.8% of cases. Contrary to our expecta-
tions, with each 1- person increase in the number of individuals 
a pronoun could refer to, a misunderstanding was 0.26 times 
less likely to occur (b = −1.36, S.E. = 0.44, Wald x2(1) = 9.36, 
p = 0.002, 95% CI [0.11, 0.61]). With each 1- year increase in age, a 
misunderstanding was 0.89 times less likely to occur (b = −0.13, 
S.E. = 0.06, Wald x2(1) = 4.29, p = 0.038, 95% CI [0.79, 0.99]).

7.3   |   Other Ambiguous Pronoun Anaphora 
and Unelaborated Responses

We identified numerous additional questions where attorneys 
used vague pronoun anaphora. For example, there were 173 Q– A 
pairs (6%) where it was impossible to determine the number of 
individuals being referred to (e.g., Q. “[Who was] in the apart-
ment, Hassan's apartment?” A. “Everybody.” Q. “Everybody?” 
A. “Yes.” Q. “And where were they in the house or the apart-
ment?”). Similarly, we were unable to identify the initial referent 
in 1.6% of Q– A pairs (n = 47).

TABLE 1    |    Logistic regression of backwards referencing distance and age predicting misunderstanding.

Predictor df Wald B SE (B) Odds ratio
Backward Referencing Distance 1 14.4** 0.02 0.01 1.02

Age 1 4.89* −0.13 0.06 0.88

Constant 1 14.94** −1.93 0.50 0.15
Note: Model χ2 (2) = 13.67, p < 0.001.
*p < 0.05. 
**p < 0.001.
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We qualitatively examined the 47 Q– A pairs where coders could 
not identify the initial referent. These questions contained vague 
pronoun anaphora and, although children largely did not dis-
play clear misunderstanding, most of their responses were brief 
and unelaborated. Many questions with vague pronoun refer-
ents were about practicing testimony and disclosure (n = 17, 
36%), which could carry implications of coaching and have con-
sequences for the child's credibility. Furthermore, many ques-
tions were leading and closed- ended.

For example, in the testimony of a 6- year- old girl, the defense 
attorney first asked the child, Q. “Now, before you came down 
here, your mom and you and your sister went to someplace and 
did anybody else tell you about what the courtroom was going 
to look like?” The child responded, A. “Yes.” The attorney then 
followed up with a question containing the pronoun “they,” Q. 
“Okay. And did they tell you that there were going to be some 
people listening to what you were going to be talking about?” 
Here, the referent for “they” was vague –  “they” refers to “any-
body else” that the child talked to “someplace.” In response to 
this question, the child simply responded, A. “Yes.”

In the testimony of another 6- year- old girl, when talking about a 
prior interview the prosecutor asked, Q. “And do you remember 
telling the ladies those things?” A more specific initial referent 
could not be identified in preceding Q– A pairs. The child simply 
responded, A. “No.” Three Q– A turns later, the attorney asked, 
Q. “Okay. When you told them about the things that happened 
- -  well, what don't you remember?” Again, it is unclear who 
“them” is referring to beyond “the ladies.” In response to this 
question, the child responded, A. “Nothing.”

In the testimony of an 8- year- old girl, the defense attorney asked, 
Q. “And a whole bunch of other people [talked to you], too; didn't 
they?” The child responded, A. “Yes.” Four Q– A turns later, the 
attorney asked, Q. “Okay. And sometimes some of those people, 
would they tell you what they thought the truth might be?” The 
child responded, A. “Yes.” Two Q– A turns later, without clarify-
ing a referent beyond “people,” the attorney asked, Q. “And did it 
help to have people sometimes tell you what they thought really 
did happen?” Again, the child simply responded, A. “Yes.”

In the testimony of a 9- year- old girl, the defense attorney asked, 
Q. “…Have you talked to Bianca about what happened? Is that 
what I asked you?” and the child responded, A. “Yes.” Here, the 
referent was clear— Bianca, who was referred to by feminine 

pronouns (she/her) in prior questions. However, 3 Q– A turns 
later, the attorney used a plural pronoun “them,” seemingly to 
refer to Bianca, Q. “And you told me that you talked a little bit 
with them about it but not all of it; is that right?” The child re-
sponded, A. “Yes.”

Finally, in the testimony of a 10- year- old girl, the defense attor-
ney asked, Q. “After you had made your relation to Cassie, did 
you have an interview with a woman? Do you remember that 
interview?” The initial referent is vague, “a woman.” The child 
responded, A. “Yes.” Two Q– A turns later, the attorney used 
a plural pronoun “them,” seemingly to refer to the woman, Q. 
“And you told them that your grandpa - -  the next thing you said 
was that your grandpa was teaching you dirty stuff that you're 
not supposed to learn yet; is that right?” The child responded, 
A. “Yeah.”

These qualitative examples demonstrate that, although children 
did not often express clear misunderstanding, many attorneys 
asked children about prior disclosures through using pronoun 
anaphora without a clear initial referent, and children provided 
brief, unelaborated responses to these questions, consistent with 
formal reticence, and at times assented to coaching.

8   |   Discussion

The purpose of the current study was to examine the use of 
pronoun anaphora in children's trial testimonies, and whether 
backward referencing distance and number of individuals a 
pronoun could refer to predicted misunderstanding. We exam-
ined 40 criminal trial testimonies of 5 to 10- year- old children. 
Overall, attorneys frequently used pronoun anaphora through-
out children's testimonies; one out of every four Q– A pairs con-
tained a pronoun.

Pronoun usage is not inherently problematic. It becomes prob-
lematic when the referent is unclear and multiple Q– A turns 
away from the pronoun, as the respondent may misinterpret 
to whom the pronoun refers. We found that attorneys averaged 
more than 4 Q– A turns between the referent and pronoun. In 
the most extreme instance, a pronoun was 146 Q– A turns away 
from its referent. Although most pronouns were less than 20 
Q– A turns away from the referent, there were several instances 
where pronouns were more than 50 Q– A turns away from 
the referent. As such, we found that children must do consid-
erable backward referencing to answer questions containing 
pronoun anaphora during CSA trial testimony. However, chil-
dren did not frequently display clear misunderstanding; only 
5% of Q– A pairs containing pronoun anaphora produced a clear 
misunderstanding.

Although misunderstandings were relatively infrequent, we 
hypothesized that as the number of Q– A turns between the 
referent and pronoun increased (i.e., backward referencing 
distance increased), the likelihood of a misunderstanding 
between the child and attorney would also increase. This 
hypothesis was supported. Researchers have qualitatively 
observed that during trial testimony, questions containing 
anaphora place additional cognitive demands on children 
(Brennan  1995) and lead to misunderstanding (Sullivan 

TABLE 2    |    Logistic regression of number of possible referents and 
age predicting misunderstanding.

Predictor df Wald B
SE 
(B)

Odds 
ratio

# of Possible 
Referents

1 9.36** −1.36 0.44 0.26

Age 1 4.29* −0.13 0.06 0.89

Constant 1 0.34 −0.4 0.69 0.67
Note: Model χ2 (2) = 19.92, p < 0.001.
*p < 0.05. 
**p < 0.001.
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et al.  2022). Furthermore, researchers have experimentally 
shown that 5-  to 10- year- old children are slower than adults at 
processing sentences containing pronoun anaphora (Sekerina, 
Stromswold, and Hestvik  2004; Tyler  1983), with 5- year- old 
children experiencing the most difficulty (Tyler 1983). In the 
current study, we found that backward referencing distance 
was associated with a significant increase in misunderstand-
ing and age was associated with a significant decrease in 
misunderstanding. This provides further evidence that the 
additional cognitive strain backward referencing places on 
children, compounded with the cognitive demands of recall-
ing the answers to attorney questions and stress of the court-
room environment, overwhelms young children's cognitive 
abilities, likely leading to an increase in misunderstanding.

Because pronouns with numerous possible referents are vague, 
we further hypothesized that as the number of individuals the 
pronoun could reasonably refer to increased, the likelihood 
of a misunderstanding would also increase. This hypothesis 
was not supported. We expected since children have more dif-
ficulty linking a pronoun to its referent when it is vague (e.g., 
“The boy placed the box behind him;” when shown a picture of 
a boy placing a box behind a man) (Sekerina, Stromswold, and 
Hestvik  2004), linking a pronoun to its proper referent when 
there are numerous possible referents would place an additional 
cognitive strain on children, leading to an increase in misun-
derstanding. Although we again found that age significantly 
decreased the likelihood of misunderstanding, we found that 
contrary to our expectations, as the number of individuals the 
pronoun could refer to increased, the likelihood of misunder-
standing significantly decreased.

There are two potential explanations for this unexpected find-
ing. First, it is possible that when a singular pronoun could refer 
to more than one individual, in most instances the referent was 
so clear given the context that it did not elicit misunderstanding. 
For example, if an attorney mentioned the child's sibling and the 
defendant in the same question and later asked about an abusive 
act using a pronoun (e.g., Q. “So Logan and your father were 
home?” A. “Yes.” Q. “Okay. And then he rubbed your privates?”), 
most children may understand from the context that “he” refers 
to the defendant. Second, this unexpected finding may be due to 
our coding scheme. Specifically, we coded pronouns they/them/
theirs as instances in which there were multiple possible refer-
ents, and many “they” pronouns referred to a clear duo or group 
of people. For example, “they” at times referred to the child's 
parents or another couple (e.g., Q. “Who did Tuesday live with?” 
A. “Drew.” Q. “Did they used to be boyfriend and girlfriend?” 
A. “Yes”). Other “they” pronouns referred to a clearly defined 
group of people, such as law enforcement (e.g., Q. “Did you see 
the police when they came up to the door?”). As such, the inclu-
sion of they pronouns in this coding scheme may have contrib-
uted to our unexpected finding that an increase in the number 
of individuals a pronoun could refer to led to a decrease in the 
likelihood of misunderstanding.

Finally, we qualitatively explored Q– A turns where the initial 
referent could not be identified. In many of these instances, both 
the prosecution and defense asked children about disclosure and 
referred to disclosure recipients in vague terms such as “those 
people,” “the ladies,” “anybody else,” “a woman.” Researchers 

find that the majority of attorney questions in CSA trial testi-
mony assess children's credibility, including questions about 
coaching and suggestive influence (Denne et al.  2020). While 
both attorneys are likely to ask children about credibility, they 
have different motivations that will influence the way their 
questions are phrased; namely, the prosecution is motivated to 
ask children short, simple questions, and defense attorneys are 
motivated to ask children vague questions (Zajac, Gross, and 
Hayne  2003). Our findings demonstrate that questions from 
both the prosecution and defense contained vague pronoun 
anaphora and were largely about prior disclosures, presumably 
to assess or challenge children's credibility. In response to these 
questions, children rarely exhibited clear misunderstanding but 
displayed formal reticence (Stolzenberg and Lyon 2017), where 
they provided brief, unelaborated responses and at times as-
sented to coaching. When children are asked about prior disclo-
sures through vague pronoun anaphora, their responses to such 
questions may undermine their credibility, even if they do not 
display clear misunderstanding.

8.1   |   Limitations and Future Directions

This study had limitations that can be addressed by future re-
search. First, the results of our logistic regression showed rela-
tively small effects. However, because we examined children's 
testimony in the field, we were unable to assess the accuracy 
of children's responses and had to rely on clear expressions of 
misunderstanding (e.g., “I don't understand”). This likely led to 
an underestimation of children's misunderstanding, because in 
many instances, children may have misunderstood the question 
without displaying overt misunderstanding (e.g., by providing a 
simple “yes” or “no” response). Still, although misunderstand-
ings were uncommon, they were significantly more likely to 
occur in questions containing pronoun anaphora with longer 
backward referencing distances. In addition, we could not de-
termine with certainty that the misunderstandings we identi-
fied were due to the use of anaphora. In the future, researchers 
should experimentally examine children's misunderstanding 
in response to forensically relevant questions containing pro-
noun anaphora. Experimental studies would allow research-
ers to capture both overt misunderstandings and children's 
incorrect responses. If the experimental task does not require 
recall (so incorrect responses would not reflect forgetting), in-
correct responses can serve as an additional indicator of child 
misunderstanding in response to anaphora. Furthermore, re-
searchers examining anaphora and misunderstandings in child 
interview field transcripts should consider examining children's 
brief, unelaborated responses, particularly in response to ques-
tions with vague anaphora, as this type of response may mask 
misunderstandings.

An additional limitation was that “they” pronouns were always 
coded as potentially referring to multiple individuals in our cod-
ing scheme. Of all Q– A pairs containing pronouns with more 
than one possible referent, 47% (n = 161) contained a “they” 
pronoun, so this likely drove our unexpected finding that an 
increase in the number of possible referents led to a decrease 
in the likelihood of misunderstanding. As such, we did not pre-
cisely assess the phenomenon we were aiming to, where attor-
neys refer to two or more individuals (e.g., “Where were Bill and 
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Sam?”) and subsequently use a singular pronoun to refer to one 
of the individuals (e.g., “What did he do?”). In the future, re-
searchers should separately examine instances in which a sin-
gular pronoun could refer to multiple individuals of the same 
gender (e.g., “he” could refer to the child's father or brother) and 
whether these instances predict misunderstandings.

Finally, this is only one sample of data from one jurisdiction at 
one point in time, which may limit generalizability. For example, 
it is possible that a sample with a lower conviction rate might 
have differences in the use of pronoun anaphora, as well as in 
the frequency of children's misunderstandings. Furthermore, in 
more recent courtroom testimonies attorneys, particularly pros-
ecutors, may be increasingly aware of best practices for ques-
tioning children and may use pronoun anaphora less frequently. 
Only a handful of researchers internationally have collected 
samples of criminal trial testimonies in cases of alleged child 
sexual abuse. Researchers should continue to collect and analyze 
different samples, across time and from different locations, and 
examine attorney differences, to get a better assessment of attor-
ney practices and children's responses in a more global manner.

8.2   |   Implications for Child Interviews

Those interviewing children about alleged sexual abuse should 
continue to ask children short, simple questions, as they are bet-
ter suited for a child's developing cognitive abilities (La Rooy 
et al. 2015). However, interviewers should be cautious to avoid 
pronoun anaphora in their questions and instead use individuals' 
names. If a pronoun anaphora is used, interviewers should clar-
ify the referent quickly to avoid misunderstanding. Interviewers 
should be particularly cautious to avoid asking children multiple 
questions using only pronouns without re- clarifying the refer-
ent, as this increases the likelihood of misunderstanding.

Prosecutors may want to object when defense attorneys ask chil-
dren multiple questions using pronouns without re- clarifying 
the referent, as these questions are ambiguous, children have 
difficulty with ambiguous pronouns (Sekerina, Stromswold, and 
Hestvik 2004; Tyler 1983; Walker 2013) and backward referenc-
ing is difficult for young children (Brennan  1995; Kranat and 
Westcott  1994; Sullivan et al.  2022; Zajac and Cannan  2009). 
As such, research supports that these questions are not develop-
mentally appropriate for young children. Prosecutor objections 
may be particularly important when defense attorneys ask chil-
dren about prior disclosures and other difficult topics through a 
series of closed- ended questions containing pronouns, children 
must backward reference multiple Q– A turns to identify the ref-
erent, and children are providing brief, unelaborated responses 
to the questions. Children's responses to such questioning may 
undermine their credibility to the jury (Tabak and Klettke 2014).

9   |   Conclusion

This study examined the role of pronoun anaphora, backward 
referencing distance, and number of individuals a pronoun could 
refer to in predicting misunderstanding during CSA criminal 
court testimony. We found that attorneys regularly asked ques-
tions containing pronoun anaphora and continued for several 

Q– A turns without clarifying the referent. With every additional 
Q– A pair between the referent and pronoun (i.e., backward ref-
erencing distance increased), misunderstanding was more likely 
to occur. To avoid misunderstanding, those interviewing children 
about alleged sexual abuse should clarify the referent quickly 
when their question contains a pronoun anaphora.
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