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Abstract
Although many forms of victimization are repeated (e.g., domestic violence), 
we know relatively little about the perceived credibility of adult claimants 
who allege repeated maltreatment. We examined the effects of Event 
Frequency (Single vs. Repeated), Language Specificity (Episodic vs. Generic), 
and Disclosure Delay (Immediate vs. Delayed) on laypersons’ perceptions of 
claimant credibility. Participants (N = 649) read a mock interview transcript and 
provided subjective ratings (e.g., credibility, likelihood of suspect guilt, claimant 
responsibility). When the alleged abuse occurred a single time (vs. repeatedly), 
participants rated the interviewee as less blameworthy but no more (or less) 
credible. Exploratory findings indicated that female participants viewed the 
interviewee as more credible and less responsible than did male participants.

Keywords
repeated events, victimization, credibility, domestic violence, disclosure, 
victim blame

1Ontario Tech University, Oshawa, Canada
2Centre for Investigative Interviewing, Griffith Criminology Institute, Griffith University, 
Australia
3Carleton University, Ottawa, Canada

Corresponding Author:
Lindsay C. Malloy, Faculty of Social Science and Humanities, Ontario Tech University,  
2000 Simcoe Street North, Oshawa, ON L1G 0C5, Canada. 
Email: Lindsay.Malloy@ontariotechu.ca

1120903 JIVXXX10.1177/08862605221120903Journal of Interpersonal ViolenceSnow et al.
research-article2022

https://us.sagepub.com/en-us/journals-permissions
https://journals.sagepub.com/home/jiv
mailto:Lindsay.Malloy@ontariotechu.ca


4926 Journal of Interpersonal Violence 38(5-6)

Many forms of abusive behavior and misconduct involve recurrent victimiza-
tion (Buzawa et al., 2017; Connolly & Read, 2006). Laycock (2001) described 
domestic violence (DV) as “the quintessential repeat crime” (p. 67). Although 
a large body of research has shown that repeated maltreatment can influence 
victims’ ability to retrieve and report event-related details (for recent reviews, 
see Brubacher & Earhart, 2019; Snow et al., 2020), research on the perceived 
credibility of claimant allegations as a function of event frequency remains 
relatively scarce.

Victims of repeated maltreatment face multiple disadvantages. Continuous 
victimization can result in a range of personal and interpersonal conse-
quences, including (but not limited to) physical injury, trauma symptomatol-
ogy, and variable mental health symptoms (e.g., Herman, 1992; Mechanic 
et al., 2008). Victims of repeated maltreatment may also face barriers to suc-
cessful prosecution (e.g., Hartwig et al., 2012). To ensure fairness to the 
accused, the criminal justice system generally requires the “particularization” 
of allegations—constituting a discrete event at a specific time and place 
(Guadagno et al., 2006; R. v. B. [G.], 1990; S. v. R., 1989; Woiwod & 
Connolly, 2017). Although the generic components of a recurring event—
what usually happens—are often well-remembered, detailed memory reports 
of specific episodes are comparatively difficult to generate (Brubacher & 
Earhart, 2019; Snow et al., 2020). The difficulty of generating detailed mem-
ory reports of specific episodes is a substantive concern for many police 
investigators (e.g., when interviewing victims of repeated DV; Hartwig et al., 
2012). Some research suggests that external observers perceive repeated-
event memory reports as less credible than that of a single event (e.g., 
Connolly et al., 2008; Weinsheimer et al., 2017). Existing research in this 
area, however, remains relatively limited as no study to date has disentangled 
the effects of event frequency (single- vs. repeated-event), event report speci-
ficity (episodic vs. generic language), and the timing of event disclosure 
(immediate vs. delayed) on perceptions of claimant credibility.

Event Frequency

A handful of experimental investigations demonstrate that reporters of a 
repeated experience are disadvantaged when laypeople judge the credibility of 
single- and repeated-event memory reports. A community sample viewed chil-
dren who reported a repeated play session as less credible than those who 
reported a single session, although this effect may have been driven by incon-
sistencies within the former’s accounts rather than frequency of experience, per 
se (Connolly et al., 2008). Similarly, adults who reported a repeated event have 
been perceived as less cognitively competent, honest, and credible compared to 
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adults who reported a single event (food-tasting event; Weinsheimer et al., 
2017), and less credible compared to adults reporting either a single event or a 
lie (healthy lifestyle session; Deck & Paterson, 2020). However, the effect of 
event frequency may depend upon the veracity of the speaker (Deck & Paterson, 
2021). Importantly, the individuals evaluated in all but one study (Deck & 
Paterson, 2021) reported innocuous—arguably positive—experiences. There 
are several considerations unique to the victimization context that raise ques-
tions about the generalizability of these laboratory findings. For one, the per-
ceived role of the claimant in causing, failing to stop, or delaying disclosure of 
the event(s) under investigation may be an important component of credibility 
assessment and legal decision-making (e.g., Ellison & Munro, 2009).

Elsewhere, researchers have examined perceptions of child abuse victims’ 
credibility and responsibility regarding multiple allegations. Rogers et al. 
(2007) found no effect of abuse history on perceptions of victim culpability 
but did report an interaction effect such that female respondents rated the per-
petrator as more culpable in the first-time offense as compared to the repeated-
offense condition. Pozzulo et al. (2010) found no main effect of abuse 
frequency on ratings of credibility (but see Danby et al., 2021 who found that 
abuse frequency and disclosure affected credibility perceptions of children 
alleging physical abuse). However, Theimer and Hansen (2017) found that 
participants viewed a 15-year-old child sexual abuse (CSA) victim as more 
responsible for her abuse when she was described as having experienced five 
instances of abuse as compared to a single instance. The authors concluded 
that participants may have blamed the victim because they believed she should 
have done something immediately after the first incident to prevent further 
abuse. This pattern may be even more pronounced within an adult victim con-
text; adults may be viewed as being more equipped, socially and developmen-
tally, to protect themselves from repeated abuse. Results from outside the 
laboratory have been less consistent; however, with some retrospective studies 
of CSA cases finding that single abuse incidents were more likely than multi-
ple abuse incidents to be deemed credible (e.g., Hershkowitz et al., 2018; 
Melkman et al., 2017), whereas other studies have found the opposite (e.g., 
Wang et al., 2019). Our aim was to extend this research by examining percep-
tions of an individual (adult) recounting single or repeated victimization.

Language Specificity

The linguistic representation of event memory differs as a function of event 
frequency (Schneider et al., 2011). People tend to use present tense, generic 
language when recalling repeated events (e.g., “I’m usually in bed when it 
happens”) and past tense, episodic language when recalling single events (“I 
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was in bed when it happened”; Brubacher & Earhart, 2019). An analysis of 
field interviews with 5- to 13-year-olds alleging sexual abuse showed that as 
frequency of abuse increased, so did use of generic language about what 
usually happened (Brubacher et al., 2013). External observers often view 
repeated event memory reports as less compelling than single event reports 
(e.g., Weinsheimer et al., 2017), and this may be due to the differential lin-
guistic structure of the reports. Thus, to some extent, the effects of event 
frequency on credibility perceptions may be confounded with language dif-
ferences between single and repeated event speakers. Interestingly, Connolly 
et al. (2008) did not find that generic (“script”) language was correlated with 
event frequency or overall credibility scores when undergraduate students 
and community laypersons rated the accounts of 4- to 7-year-olds who expe-
rienced a repeated event. Yet, the speech style of adult witnesses—such as 
their language specificity—may play a greater role in their perceived credi-
bility compared to children (e.g., Ruva & Bryant, 2004).

Disclosure Delay

Many forms of victimization (e.g., DV, sexual assault) are underreported to 
the police (Conroy & Cotter, 2017; Morgan & Oudekerk, 2019). Among 
those who do report, delays are common (e.g., London et al., 2005; Ullman, 
1996). Sexual assault victims often disclose weeks, months, or years after the 
event(s) (see Lanthier et al., 2018), and there is some evidence among CSA 
victims that increased abuse frequency is associated with increased disclo-
sure delay (e.g., Smith et al., 2000; Wallis & Woodworth, 2020).

The extent to which disclosure is delayed may influence perceptions of 
claimant credibility (e.g., Danby et al., 2021; Ellison & Munro, 2009; Franiuk 
et al., 2020; Pozzulo et al., 2010). Balogh et al. (2003), for instance, exam-
ined the effects of delay on perceptions of sexual harassment disclosure using 
an audio recorded mock trial scenario. Participants viewed the claimant more 
positively and the alleged perpetrator as more likely to be guilty when she 
reported the harassment immediately as compared to after an 18-month delay. 
Similarly, Thompson et al. (2021) observed, within a sexual assault scenario, 
lower ratings of victim believability after a 10-year reporting delay, as com-
pared to a 1-year delay. This pattern (of viewing delayed reports more nega-
tively) may not hold across much longer delays (e.g., multiple decades), 
however (e.g., Fraser et al., 2021). Craig (2011) argued that although the 
Supreme Court of Canada has ruled against drawing adverse inferences 
regarding claimant credibility based on delayed disclosure (R. v. D. D., 
2000), the assumption that “real” victims do not delay disclosure has per-
sisted in many trial court decisions. Given that increased event frequency 
would generally require increased passage of time, it may be particularly 
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difficult in cases of repeated victimization to ascertain the relative impact of 
disclosure delay and event frequency on perceptions of credibility.

The Current Research

Criminal allegations may involve repeated events spanning a period of weeks, 
months, or even years. To date, research on perceptions of allegations of 
repeated versus single event victimization remains relatively scarce. Our goal 
was to advance understanding in this area by examining, within the context 
of a mock investigative interview, how allegations of assault (physical and 
sexual) by an intimate partner are perceived by third parties as a function of 
event frequency (i.e., whether the violence allegedly occurred a single time 
or repeatedly), language specificity (i.e., whether the interviewee recounts 
the events using generic or episodic language), and disclosure delay (i.e., 
whether the alleged victim discloses immediately or after a delay). Data and 
research materials are available on the Open Science Framework (https://osf.
io/vafyj/?view_only=0fbe035d07cd477f9b5457a648f6d6f0).

Hypotheses

We expected participants to view the interviewee as less credible and more 
responsible when reporting repeated versus single victimization. Second, we 
predicted that the use of generic language would be associated with lower 
credibility than the use of episodic language. Third, we hypothesized that 
participants would view the interviewee as less credible and more responsi-
ble when she disclosed after a delay compared to immediately. Fourth, we 
predicted an Event Frequency × Language Specificity interaction such that 
the effect of language specificity on overall credibility would hold only for 
repeated event claimants. Fifth, we predicted an Event Frequency × Disclosure 
Delay interaction such that participants would rate the victim in the repeated 
event, delayed disclosure condition as more responsible than in all other con-
ditions. We also conducted exploratory analyses to test for potential differ-
ences in perceptions of the claimant’s cognitive ability, and various reporting 
and event factors (e.g., perceived stressfulness of the event, whether the 
reporting timeframe was reasonable).

Method

Participants

An a priori power analysis (Superpower package in R; Lakens & Caldwell, 
2021) revealed a per group sample size of 80 participants to be the minimum 

https://osf.io/vafyj/?view_only=0fbe035d07cd477f9b5457a648f6d6f0
https://osf.io/vafyj/?view_only=0fbe035d07cd477f9b5457a648f6d6f0
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sample size needed to detect small main effects (Cohen’s f = .10) at 80% 
power (alpha = .05) assuming large standard deviations (SD ~ 5; power to 
detect main effects increases with less variability in the scores). This sample 
size also had the power (.80) to detect small-to-medium two-way interac-
tions (Cohen’s f = .125). Increasing the sample size in these simulations did 
not result in significant changes in the power to detect similar sized interac-
tion effects (e.g., n = 100 per group, Cohen’s f = 0.115, power of .80). Rather, 
a substantially larger sample size per group (e.g., n = 180 or N = 1,440) was 
needed to detect slightly smaller interaction effects (Cohen’s f = .10, power 
of .81). Given the exploratory nature of the hypothesized interaction effects 
and the substantial additional cost in doubling the overall sample size for a 
small reduction in effect size, our final a priori sample was N = 640 (80 per 
group).

Of the 813 responses recorded in Qualtrics, 649 were individuals who 
completed the survey successfully and passed the required manipulation and 
attention checks (i.e., questions 12, 19, and 20, see Supplemental Appendix). 
Thus, our final sample consisted of 649 participants (Mage = 39.49, 358 males, 
286 females, three “other”, and two did not specify gender). Participants 
were adults from the general US population, the majority of whom self-
identified as White (n = 504), Asian (n = 64), Black or African American 
(n = 59), or Hispanic or Latino (n = 43); participants could select more than 
one category. Regarding participants’ highest completed level of education, 
the modal response was “undergraduate degree” (n = 277). Participants’ 
modal household income was $45,001 to $90,000 (n = 265).

Materials and Design

We used a 2 (Event Frequency: Single vs. Repeated) × 2 (Language 
Specificity: Episodic vs. Generic) × 2 (Disclosure Delay: Immediate vs. 
Delayed) between-participants design. The experimental stimuli con-
sisted of an online survey hosted on Qualtrics.com. The first page of the 
survey was an informed consent form that provided a basic overview of 
the present research. The second page contained several questions regard-
ing participants’ demographic characteristics. On the third page partici-
pants received the following instructions (bracketed text differed between 
conditions):

The following is a brief excerpt of a police interview with a 28-year-old woman 
who has alleged that she was [repeatedly] physically and sexually assaulted by 
her boyfriend [with the last time being] [approximately 1 year ago/this past 
weekend]. Please take your time and read everything carefully.
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The fourth page contained one of eight mock interview transcript excerpts. 
The transcript consisted of a police interview with a woman who alleged that 
she had been sexually and physically assaulted by her (now ex-) boyfriend. 
The incident(s) was described as happening either repeatedly or a single time, 
reported either immediately or after a 1-year delay, and in either episodic or 
generic language (i.e., generic conditions involved the use of present-tense 
and you-pronouns). When the woman alleged a single incident using generic 
language, her responses were in present tense (e.g., “I’m kind of sensing like 
something’s wrong and it starts making me anxious”). All other aspects of the 
interview transcripts were held constant.

After reading the randomly assigned interview transcript, participants 
completed a survey assessing on 6-point scales their perceptions of the inter-
viewee, including honesty and cognitive competence dimensions (items 
modified from past research; Connolly et al., 2008; Weinsheimer et al., 2017) 
as well as two items regarding the likelihood the suspect was guilty of physi-
cal assault and sexual assault. These survey questions appeared in a random-
ized order and contained an attention check item (i.e., “please select two on 
the scale below”).

For the second part of the survey, participants received instructions that 
they should assume for the following questions 100% certainty that the 
events described in the interview really did occur and to rate the responsibil-
ity of the victim and perpetrator. This set of questions also appeared in a 
randomized order. Next, participants responded in randomized order to sev-
eral manipulation check questions and rated the realism of the scenario on 
two separate items. All survey items are included in the Supplemental 
Appendix.

Procedure

We recruited participants via Cloud Research (formerly TurkPrime, https://
www.cloudresearch.com/), an online participant sourcing platform. Cloud 
Research recruits participants from various panel providers (e.g., Amazon 
Mechanical Turk, Prime Panels) while using technical security measures 
(e.g., reCaptcha) and screening questions to prevent fraudulent respondents 
and bots. Interested individuals could enter via Amazon Mechanical Turk and 
select the present study if they wished to take part. After providing informed 
consent, they completed the survey outlined in the Materials and Design sec-
tion. Finally, participants received debriefing information and compensation 
through Cloud Research. We preregistered the current study on the Open 
Science Framework (https://osf.io/5ekyf/?view_only=d99e6377f3ee443782
5d0eaee3ad3de5).

https://www.cloudresearch.com/
https://www.cloudresearch.com/
https://osf.io/5ekyf/?view_only=d99e6377f3ee4437825d0eaee3ad3de5
https://osf.io/5ekyf/?view_only=d99e6377f3ee4437825d0eaee3ad3de5
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Results

Descriptive statistics as a function of experimental condition are reported in 
our Supplementary Materials.

Preliminary Analyses

To examine potential gender and age differences between groups we con-
ducted chi-square analyses (gender) and a between-subjects ANOVA (age). 
Gender and age did not differ significantly as a function of experimental con-
dition (ps > .05). We also found no significant differences across conditions 
in participants’ ratings of the seriousness of the event (M = 5.80, SD = 0.52) 
nor in their ratings of the extent to which events such as what was described 
in the interview often occur in real life (M = 5.52, SD = 0.84, ps > .05).

The survey consisted of 17 questions about the interviewee’s perceived 
credibility in the interview, and perceived responsibility for the events she 
described. We analyzed all 17 questions using principal axis factoring with 
Promax rotation (attention and manipulation checks excluded). As shown in 
Table 1, we obtained three factors: (1) Eight items loaded on the first factor, 
henceforth referred to as Credibility (all item loadings > .40; Cronbach’s 
α = .95). Note that two additional items (perceived accuracy and stress) 
loaded on this factor but were removed due to cross-loadings; (2) Four items 
loaded on the second factor, henceforth referred to as Cognitive Ability (all 
item loadings > .40; Cronbach’s α = .75). Note that one additional item (per-
ceived accuracy) loaded on this factor but was removed due to cross-loading; 
(3) Two items loaded on the third factor, henceforth referred to as Victim 
Blame (all item loadings > .40; Cronbach’s α = .80).

Main Analyses

There are two main deviations from our pre-registration plan. First, our analy-
sis plan did not permit an explicit test of our hypotheses. Thus, our analysis 
plan has changed from between-subject ANOVAs to independent samples 
t-tests, the latter of which will allow us to test our hypotheses. Second, review-
ers suggested that we conduct Bayesian analyses to determine whether there 
was support for the null hypotheses. Bayes factors were conducted using JASP 
0.15.0.0 (obtained from https://jasp-stats.org) using the default Cauchy prior 
scale (0.707). Among its benefits, Bayes factors provide the relative evidence 
for one hypothesis/model over another, as well as the ability to quantify evi-
dence in favor of the null hypothesis, and are not severely biased against the 
null hypothesis (Wagenmakers et al., 2018). Bayes factors were interpreted 
based on commonly used categories (see Lee & Wagenmakers, 2013).

https://jasp-stats.org
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Hypothesis 1. The effect of Event Frequency on Credibility, t(647) = −1.46, 
p = .072, d = −0.12, 95% CI [−0.27, 0.04], was not significant. A Bayesian 
independent samples t-test revealed strong evidence in favor of the null 
hypothesis (BF01 = 27.06); specifically, the data are 27 times more likely 
under the null hypothesis (i.e., no significant difference in Credibility ratings 
as a function of event frequency) than the alternative hypothesis.

The effect of Event Frequency on Victim Blame, t(647) = −3.08, p = .001, 
d = −0.24, 95% CI [−0.40, −0.09], was significant. Further, Bayesian analysis 
revealed strong evidence in favor of the alternative hypothesis (BF10 = 17.65). 
Participants rated the interviewee as more blameworthy when the alleged 
abuse occurred repeatedly (M = 1.94, SD = 1.24) compared to a single inci-
dent (M = 1.67, SD = 1.04).

Hypothesis 2. The effect of Language Specificity on Credibility, t(647) = 1.42, 
p = .922, d = 0.11, 95% CI [−0.04, 0.27], was not significant. A Bayesian inde-
pendent samples t-test revealed strong evidence for the null hypothesis 
(BF01 = 26.55); specifically, the data are nearly 27 times more likely under the 
null hypothesis (i.e., no significant difference in Credibility ratings as a func-
tion of language specificity) than the alternative hypothesis.

Hypothesis 3. The effect of Disclosure Delay on Credibility, t(647) = 1.61, 
p = .054, d = 0.13, 95% CI [−0.03, 0.28], was not significant; Bayesian analy-
sis provided inconclusive evidence for either hypothesis (BF10 = 0.58); more 
data are needed before a conclusion can be drawn about potential effects. The 
effect of Victim Blame, t(647) = −0.81, p = .210, d = −0.06, 95% CI [−0.22, 
0.09], was not significant. Bayesian analysis provided moderate evidence for 
the null hypothesis (BF01 = 5.27); that is, the data are five times more likely 
under the null hypothesis (i.e., no meaningful difference in Victim Blame rat-
ings as a function of disclosure delay) than the alternative hypothesis.

Hypothesis 4. A 2 (Event Frequency) × 2 (Language Specificity) between-
subjects ANOVA indicated that the interaction was not significant, F(1, 
645) = .001, p = .977, ηp

2 = .00. The Bayesian analysis revealed a BFexcl = 27.64, 
indicating there is 27.64 times higher probability for support of the null effect 
than the alternative hypothesis.

Hypothesis 5. A 2 (Event Frequency) × 2 (Disclosure Delay) between-sub-
jects ANOVA indicated that the interaction was not significant, F(1, 645) = .34, 
p = .561, partial ηp

2 = .00. The Bayesian analysis revealed a BFexcl = 18.01, 
indicating there is 18.01 times higher probability for support of the null effect 
than the alternative hypothesis.
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Exploratory Analyses

Cognitive ability. To explore potential differences in perceptions of cognitive 
ability, we conducted a 2 (Event Frequency) × 2 (Disclosure Delay) × 2 
(Language Specificity) between-subjects ANOVA. Results revealed that 
cognitive ability (M = 4.44, SD = 0.90) did not differ significantly as a func-
tion of experimental conditions (ps > .05). Bayes factors (BF01) indicated 
moderate evidence in favor of the null hypotheses for the main effects of 
Language Specificity (BF01 = 4.49), Event Frequency (BF01 = 5.83), and Dis-
closure Delay (BF01 = 8.12). For the interaction between Event Frequency 
and Language Specificity, the Bayesian analysis revealed a BFexcl = 135.43, 
indicating there is 135.43 times higher probability for support of the null 
effect than alternative hypothesis; the interaction between Event Frequency 
and Disclosure Delay revealed a BFexcl = 206.50; the interaction between Dis-
closure Delay and Language Specificity revealed a BFexcl = 178.35; and the 
three-way interaction revealed a BFexcl = 37203.25. Across conditions, par-
ticipants provided moderately high ratings of the interviewee’s cognitive 
ability (means ranged from 4.28 to 4.58).

Other individual items. Participants rated the claimant’s recall accuracy as 
being relatively high overall (M = 4.91, SD = 0.90), and ratings did not differ 
significantly as a function of experimental condition (ps > .05). The Bayes 
factors indicated that there is moderate evidence in favor of the Disclosure 
Delay null model (BF01 = 4.35), and strong evidence in favor of the Language 
Specificity and Event Frequency null models (BF01 = 10.29 and 10.68, respec-
tively). For the interaction between Event Frequency and Disclosure Delay, 
the Bayesian analysis revealed a BFexcl = 230.51, indicating there is 230.51 
times higher probability for support of the null effect than alternative hypoth-
esis; the interaction between Event Frequency and Language Specificity 
revealed a BFexcl = 407.79; the interaction between Disclosure Delay and 
Language Specificity revealed a BFexcl = 196.73; and the three-way interac-
tion revealed a BFexcl = 57881.30.

Participants rated the experience described by the interviewee as being 
highly stressful (M = 5.72, SD = 0.65), and ratings did not differ significantly 
as a function of experimental condition (ps > .05). The Bayes factors indi-
cated that there is moderate evidence in favor of Disclosure Delay and Event 
Frequency null models (BF01 = 3.98 and 9.02, respectively), and strong evi-
dence in favor of the Language Specificity null model (BF01 = 10.29). For the 
interaction between Event Frequency and Language Specificity, the Bayesian 
analysis revealed a BFexcl = 174.63, indicating there is 174.63 times higher 
probability for support of the null effect than alternative hypothesis; the 
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interaction between Event Frequency and Disclosure Delay revealed a 
BFexcl = 176.63; the interaction between Disclosure Delay and Language 
Specificity revealed a BFexcl = 202.08; and the three-way interaction revealed 
a BFexcl = 36316.81.

Participants generally did not believe that the interviewee waited too long 
before reporting (M = 2.73, SD = 1.77). However, consistent with our hypoth-
eses, there were significant main effects of Disclosure Delay, F(1, 641) = 66.80, 
p < .001, BF10 = 255.22, d = 0.64 and Event Frequency, F(1, 641) = 8.66, 
p = .003, BF10 = 3.67, d = 0.22. Participants were less likely to think the inter-
viewee waited too long before reporting when she reported after a shorter 
delay (i.e., this past weekend; M = 2.18, SD = 1.56) as compared to a longer 
delay (i.e., 1 year ago; M = 3.26, SD = 1.81). Participants were also less likely 
to think she waited too long when the alleged abuse occurred only a single 
time (M = 2.53, SD = 1.78) as compared to when it was repeated (M = 2.92, 
SD = 1.75). The effects of Disclosure Delay and Event Frequency were small 
to medium. No other main effects or interactions emerged (ps > .05).

Perceptions of language specificity. Participants rated the extent to which the 
interviewee’s account was episodic versus generic. We sought to explore 
whether such ratings differed as a function of Language Specificity. Interest-
ingly, ratings of the interviewee’s specificity did not differ as a function of the 
Language Specificity manipulation (p = .91, BF01 = 11.42), but they differed 
as a function of Event Frequency, F(1, 641) = 12.80, p < .001, BF10 = 47.06, 
d = 0.29. Participants rated the interviewee’s account as having greater speci-
ficity when the alleged abuse occurred a single time (M = 5.20, SD = 0.82) 
than when it occurred repeatedly (M = 4.96, SD = 0.85). This was a small 
effect.

Participant gender and age. We also conducted exploratory analyses to exam-
ine potential relations between participant gender, age, and their survey 
responses. We conducted a series of independent samples t-tests with partici-
pant gender as the independent variable (three people who self-identified as 
other and two who did not specify their gender could not be included in these 
comparisons). On the first factor (Credibility), we found that female partici-
pants (M = 5.43, SD = 0.68) rated the interviewee as more credible than did 
male participants (M = 5.27, SD = 0.81, d = 0.22, 95% CI [0.06, 0.37]), 
t(642) = 2.71, p = .007, BF10 = 3.15. On the second factor (cognitive ability), 
we found that female participants (M = 4.55, SD = 0.87) provided higher rat-
ings of the interviewee’s cognitive ability than did male participants (M = 4.37, 
SD = 0.91, d = 0.20, 95% CI [0.05, 0.36]), t(642) = 2.53, p = .012, BF10 = 2.01. 
Regarding the third factor (Victim Blame), results revealed that female 
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participants (M = 1.63, SD = 1.00) tended to blame the interviewee to a lesser 
extent than did male participants (M = 1.93, SD = 1.23, d = 0.26, 95% CI [0.11, 
0.42]), t(642) = 3.29, p = .001, BF10 = 17.01. Note that all the gender differ-
ences were small effects.

Regarding the individual items, no significant gender differences emerged 
in participants’ ratings of perceived accuracy (p = .070, BF01 = 2.28) or stress 
(p = .153, BF01 = 4.16). However, results revealed a significant gender differ-
ence in participants’ ratings of whether the interviewee waited too long 
before reporting, F(1, 642) = 15.04, p < .001, BF10 = 128.10. Female partici-
pants (M = 2.42, SD = 1.63) disagreed to a greater extent than did male par-
ticipants (M = 2.96, SD = 1.84, d = −0.31, 95% CI [−0.46, −0.15]) that the 
interviewee had waited too long before reporting. This was a small-medium 
effect. Finally, we conducted exploratory correlational analyses to examine 
potential associations between participant age and survey responses. Except 
for a small correlation between participant age and ratings of the likelihood 
that the claimant made some mistakes in her account (r = .10, p = .012), par-
ticipant age was not significantly correlated with participants’ survey ratings 
(ps > .05).

Discussion

As various forms of victimization occur repeatedly over time (e.g., Buzawa 
et al., 2017), allegations of repeated events are of frequent concern in crimi-
nal investigations and victim interviews (Hartwig et al., 2012). Our aim was 
to shed light on the independent effects of event frequency, language speci-
ficity, and disclosure delay, on laypeoples’ perceptions of credibility and 
responsibility.

Contrary to research where adult participants described healthy lifestyle 
sessions and food tastings (Deck & Paterson, 2020; Weinsheimer et al., 
2017)—and despite increased perceptions of victim blame—we did not find 
evidence that event frequency significantly affected perceptions of credibility 
when vignettes described an adult female claiming sexual and physical 
assault. However, our findings are in line with what Pozzulo et al. (2010) 
found, with no main effect of abuse frequency on ratings of credibility. Our 
findings extend beyond those reported by Pozzulo and colleagues; specifi-
cally, while the null hypothesis cannot be proven true (Harms & Lakens, 
2018), our data suggest strong evidence that there is no meaningful difference 
in credibility as a function of event frequency, at least for the particular sce-
nario involving the alleged sexual assault of an adult. Yet, participants gener-
ally found the interviewee more responsible for the event(s) —and expressed 
stronger agreement that she waited too long to report—when the event(s) 
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were described as having occurred repeatedly compared to just once, in par-
tial support of our first hypothesis and consistent with research with sexual 
abuse vignettes involving a 15-year-old victim (Theimer & Hansen, 2017).

Participants appeared to be more influenced by descriptions of victimiza-
tion frequency than the language used by the interviewee. Language specific-
ity had no systematic effects on participants’ responses. Ratings of language 
specificity did not differ significantly between episodic and generic condi-
tions, suggesting that participants were not consciously aware of the linguis-
tic differences in the claimants’ reports between conditions, yet participants 
rated the claimant’s description as more specific (and less generic) in the 
single relative to the repeated event condition. We argue against a simple 
manipulation failure interpretation for three reasons: (1) the manipulation 
was as strong as it could be, in that we changed instances of specific past 
tense language to present tense and incorporated you-pronoun use, (2) there 
is mounting evidence that language specificity is not what drives credibility 
differences between repeated and single event speakers when they are chil-
dren (Connolly et al., 2008) or adults describing a pleasant event (Deck & 
Paterson, 2020; Weinsheimer et al., 2017), and (3) the Bayesian analysis of 
the main effect of language specificity on credibility revealed that the data are 
nearly 27 times more likely supporting the null hypothesis of no significant 
difference in credibility ratings based on language specificity. By explicitly 
manipulating language specificity in vignettes while holding constant report 
consistency and other features, we can be relatively confident that this is a 
true null effect; nevertheless, future replication efforts may help to further 
elucidate the boundaries of this effect.

Many victims report abuse after a delay (e.g., Ullman, 1996). We did not 
find that delay affected perceptions of credibility or victim responsibility. 
Participants were, however, less likely to agree with the statement that the 
interviewee waited too long before reporting when the delay was just a few 
days compared to a year (see also Lucarini et al., 2020). Even in the one-year 
delay condition, however, participants’ average level of agreement was mod-
erate (M = 3.26) on the 6-point scale. As victims of abuse may delay their 
disclosure for years or decades, further research may wish to address longer 
delays (Lanthier et al., 2018).

In summary, allegations of repeated victimization and a relatively lengthy 
delay to disclosure had relatively minor effects on perceptions of the inter-
viewee in terms of somewhat higher blame attribution and propensity to think 
she waited too long to report. Promisingly, our analyses (i.e., Bayes factors, 
examination of effect sizes) suggest that there were few significant differ-
ences regarding how claimants were perceived in terms of their credibility or 
blameworthiness based on whether they experienced single or repeated 
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events, disclosed immediately or with a delay, and the specificity with which 
they describe the event(s). There was, however, one factor that had more 
impact on interviewee perceptions than any other—participant gender. 
Participants identifying as male viewed the interviewee as less credible, less 
cognitively competent, and more responsible for what happened than partici-
pants identifying as female. This gender difference is consistent with existing 
findings in the literature, and a multilevel meta-analysis including studies 
from 1976 to 2019 indicates it is persistent (Persson & Dhingra, 2020).

Limitations and Future Directions

To increase the generalizability of our findings, we encourage researchers 
to examine these issues in future studies using scenarios that introduce 
greater variation in credibility (e.g., interviewee is a drug dealer rather than 
a female university student). The use of additional scenarios would help to 
further clarify the potential credibility effects of event frequency and related 
variables in future research. We also note that none of our observed effects 
were particularly large. Thus, it is important not to overstate the role of the 
present independent variables in real-world cases. The generalizability of 
the current study may also be limited by the characteristics of the current 
sample (i.e., predominantly White North American adults) and characteris-
tics of the claimant (i.e., woman in a heterosexual relationship). In future 
studies, researchers may wish to examine additional demographic and cul-
tural factors (e.g., socioeconomic status, sexual orientation, urban vs. rural 
residence) that may moderate participants’ perceptions of DV and claimant 
credibility.

Conclusion

Our data raise some concerns regarding the perceived blameworthiness of 
individuals who report repeated (relative to single) victimization and report 
after a delay and provide further evidence of the persistence of gender differ-
ences in credibility perceptions of females alleging sexual assault. On a posi-
tive note, although extant literature indicated lower credibility perceptions 
for reporters of repeated versus single innocuous events (Connolly et al., 
2008; Deck & Paterson, 2020; Weinsheimer et al., 2017), such findings were 
not evident in the present study for an alleged victim of physical and sexual 
assault—instead, our findings suggest that claimants will be viewed as cred-
ible and not responsible for their victimization, regardless of several key case 
characteristics. We would like to see replication of our results, as well as 
extensions of the current research (e.g., using other scenarios), before 
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providing concrete recommendations to practitioners based on our findings. 
Preliminarily, our results can be interpreted by professionals in the legal sys-
tem as suggesting that factors of repeated victimization and delayed reporting 
may not negatively impact complainants’ credibility, at least under some 
circumstances.
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