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This article argues that child sexual abuse interviews can go
astray in two different ways: (a) improper interviewing has
the potential to elicit false allegations from children, and (b)
clumsy interviewing does not typically produce false allega-
tions, but may have other negative consequences, particu-
larly for child victims. The article clarifies the distinction
between the two kinds of bad interviewing and suggests that
clumsy interviewing is the more common of the two. The po-
tential negative consequences of both improper and clumsy
interviewing are described, along with implications for prose-
cutors, police, and child protection services. In the authors’
opinion, improper interviewing can probably be eliminated
rather easily, but clumsy interviewing may be considerably
more resistant to change.

A district attorney noted for her vigorous prosecu-
tion of child abuse cases recently told us about a meet-
ing with local child protection workers: “I gave them a
summary of the Kelly Michaels decision and told
them to read it. It was the first sexual abuse case over-
turned by an appeals court because of bad interview-
ing.Idon’twantanything like that happening here.”

Like this prosecutor, most professionals involved
with child protection now recognize that interviews in
sexual abuse cases can sometimes go seriously astray.
In several highly publicized cases like that of Kelly
Michaels (Bruck & Ceci, 1995; Myers, 1996), prosecu-
tions have foundered or convictions been overturned
because of bad interviewing (see summaries in Ceci &
Bruck, 1995; Nathan & Snedeker, 1995). The finan-
cial expense of these failed cases has been staggering,
not to mention the high personal cost to nearly every-
one involved, including prosecutors, caseworkers,
children, and defendants.
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As prosecutors, police, and child protection serv-
ice (CPS) administrators come to grips with these
problems, it may be helpful to distinguish between
bad interviews that are improper and those that are
simply clumsy. The distinction between improper and
clumsy interviewing seems to be a useful one, as we
have found over the years in conversations with CPS
workers, police, lawyers, academics, and other profes-
sionals. In this article, we discuss the possible negative
consequences of both improper and clumsy inter-
viewing, along with implications for prosecutors,
police, and CPS. In our experience, improper inter-
viewing can probably be eliminated rather easily, but
clumsy interviewing may be considerably more resis-
tant to change.

IMPROPER INTERVIEWING

As we use the term, improper interviewing tech-
niques consist mainly of things that interviewers
should not do. Specifically, certain techniques have
been widely criticized because they have the poten-
tial, either real or perceived, to elicit false allegations
from children (Ceci & Bruck, 1993, 1995; Everson,
1997; Myers, 1996; Myers, Saywitz, & Goodman, 1996;
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Reed, 1996). Garven, Wood, Malpass, and Shaw
(1998) have suggested that most of these techniques
fall into four broad categories: suggestiveness, influ-
ence, reinforcement, and removal from direct experi-

ence (SIRR).

Suggestiveness. This occurs when the interviewer,
rather than the child, introduces new information
about the topic of concern into an interview. For ex-
ample, “Did he touch you on the bottom?” would be a
highly suggestive question in a sexual abuse interview
if the child had not already mentioned inappropriate
touching. Many studies have shown that interviewer
suggestiveness can reduce the accuracy of children
(Cassel, Roebers, & Bjorklund, 1996; Poole & Lindsay,
1995; see summaries by Ceci & Bruck, 1993, 1995;
Poole & Lamb, 1998). One or two mildly suggestive
questions may be necessary to get the ball rolling with
some children or focus their attention on a particular
abuse-related topic (Home Office, 1992; Jones, 1992;
Warren, Woodall, Hunt, & Perry, 1996; Wood,
McClure, & Birch, 1996). However, suggestiveness
can seriously compromise accuracy when the child is
4 years old or younger, or has been interviewed re-
peatedly (Ceci & Bruck, 1993, 1995; Garven et al,,
1998; Myers et al., 1996).

Influence. This category encompasses various tech-
niques that place undue social pressure on a child
during an interview. These problematic techniques
involve social influence or persuasion (Brewer &
Crano, 1994; Cialdini, 1993) and include (a) induc-
ing social conformity by telling the child what other
people believe or have said about the topic of concern
(Garven etal., 1998; Myers, 1996, p. 218), (b) eliciting
obedience to authority by telling the child the inter-
viewer’s point of view, and (c) inducing stereotypes by
describing an alleged perpetrator in negative terms to
the child (Leichtman & Ceci, 1995).

Reinforcement. As has long been known, reinforce-
ment in the form of tangible, promised, or implied
punishment or reward can have a powerful influence
on behavior (Ettinger, Crooks, & Stein, 1994). More
specifically, recent research has shown that reinforce-
ment can elicit false allegations of wrongdoing from
children during interviews (Garven, Wood, & Malpass,
in press; Garven et al., 1998). Several improper inter-
viewing techniques constitute forms of reinforcement
(see also Lamb, Sternberg, & Esplin, 1995; Myers,
1996, p. 218): (a) praising the child for making allega-
tions; (b) implying that the child can demonstrate
helpfulness or intelligence by making allegations; (c)
criticizing the child’ s statements or suggesting that
they are false, inaccurate, or otherwise inadequate; (d)

giving tangible rewards (e.g., stickers or food) to re-
ward disclosure; (e) limiting the child’s mobility (e.g.,
delaying a visit to the bathroom or return to home)
until he or she has discussed issues of interest to the in-
terviewer; (f) subjecting the child to physically or ver-
bally stressful stimuli during the interview (e.g.,
calling the child a liar); and (g) repeating a question
in a way that suggests the child’s first answer was incor-
rect or otherwise unsatisfactory (Cassel et al., 1996;
Poole & White, 1991, 1993; Siegal, Waters, & Din-
widdy, 1988).

Removal from direct experience. In forensic interviews
with both adults and children, the witness is usually
asked to give a direct description of what he or she has
observed and experienced. However, some child in-
terviews deviate from this direct format and instead
take an oblique or indirect approach to information
gathering. Problematic indirect interviewing tech-
niques include (a) inviting the child to speculate
about what might have happened, rather than to de-
scribe what the child actually observed; (b) encourag-
ing the child to pretend or engage in imaginative play
as part of the investigative interview; and (c) inter-
viewing the child using puppets (but see Jones, 1992,
p. 40).

Although the SIRR model of Garven etal. (1998) is
not the final word on improper interviewing, it pro-
vides a helpful organizational framework. Next, we
turn to the related but distinct issue of clumsy
interviewing.

CLUMSY INTERVIEWING

In recentyears, many clinical experts and research-
ers have described basic skills that should be displayed
in a child sexual abuse interview (Home Office, 1992;
Jones, 1992; Lamb, Sternberg, & Esplin, 1998; Poole
& Lamb, 1998; Saywitz & Camparo, 1998; Steller &
Boychuk, 1992; Warren et al., 1996; Wood et al., 1996;
Yuille, Hunter, Joffe, & Zaparniuk, 1993). Skills com-
monly recommended in books and articles include
the following:

1. Make the child feel physically and emotionally com-
fortable at the beginning of the interview.

2. Convey warmth and interest in the child, both
through words and nonverbal cues such as posture,
eye contact, and tone of voice.

3. Usesimplevocabularyand shortsentences, as appro-
priate to the child’s age.

4. Ask open-ended questions in the early interview to
encourage the child to give longer, fuller answers in
his or her own words.

5. Introduce the topic of concern in as nonsuggestive a
way as possible.
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6. During the substantive part of the interview, encour-
age the child to describe what happened in his or her
own words, starting at the beginning and continuing
to the end.

7. Use open-ended questions as much as possible. If
mildly suggestive questions are used to focus the
child’s attention on a particular topic, follow them
up with open-ended questions.

8. Avoid interrupting the child’s statement. Save spe-
cific questions about details until the later parts of
the interview, when the child has finished describing
what happened.

9. End the interview by thanking the child and describ-
ing what will happen after he or she leaves the inter-
view room. Provide older children with an opportu-
nity to ask questions.

Nearly all experts would agree that the skills listed
here are highly desirable in child sexual abuse inter-
views. A clumsy interview is simply one in which many
or all of these skills are missing. Clumsy child inter-
views seem to be common in police and child protec-
tion agencies (Warren et al., 1996; Wood et al., 1996).
However, as will be discussed below, even the clumsi-
est interview is not necessarily improper or likely to
elicit false allegations from a child.

EFFECTS OF BAD INTERVIEWING
ON CHILDREN’ S STATEMENTS

In the remainder of this article, improper and
clumsy interviewing are treated as two distinct phe-
nomena, with different effects and different remedies
within the child protection and legal systems. In fact,
the distinction between improper and clumsy is not
absolute. For example, suggestive questioning can be
both improper and clumsy. However, in our experi-
ence, the distinction between these two dimensions
can be enlightening and helpfulin practical settings.

Wherever possible, we base our discussion on pub-
lished scientific evidence. Where such evidence is
unavailable, however, we draw on our own impres-
sions and experience, and on the reports of other pro-
fessionals. First, we will discuss the effect of improper
interviewing on children’s statements in sexual abuse
cases. Then, we will turn to the effects of clumsy
interviewing.

By definition, improper interviewing techniques
have the potential, either real or perceived, to lead
children into making false allegations of wrongdoing.
For example, the negative effects of suggestiveness,
repetitive questioning, stereotype induction, and
reinforcement have been well documented in experi-
mental studies (for summaries, see Ceci & Bruck,
1993, 1995; Garven et al., 1998; Myers et al., 1996;
Poole & Lamb, 1998; Reed, 1996).
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Other improper techniques have not been studied
experimentally, but can be evaluated in light of evi-
dence from the clinic or the courtroom. For example,
no study has conclusively demonstrated that children
can be led into making false allegations of wrongdo-
ing ifan interviewer invites speculation (e.g., Whatdo
you think maybe happened?). However, there are sev-
eral reasons to believe that this technique can lead to
false statements from children. First, clinical observa-
tion indicates that the technique of inviting specula-
tion can sometimes elicit false statements from chil-
dren (Everson, 1997, pp. 142-143). Second, the legal
system has long harbored doubts about the value of
speculative statements. For example, lay witnesses are
notgenerally allowed to speculate or offer opinionsin
court (Myers, 1992). Third, laboratory research indi-
cates that if individuals are invited to imagine or
describe events that did not happen, then false or dis-
torted memories can be created (Ceci, Huffman,
Smith, & Loftus, 1994; Hyman & Pentland, 1996). As
may be seen, evidence from three separate domains
of knowledge (clinical, legal, scientific) suggests that
interviewers should avoid inviting children to specu-
late during sexual abuse interviews.

The effects of improper interviewing techniques
have received widespread attention from researchers
and clinical experts. Issues relevant to clumsy inter-
viewing have also been studied, particularly in three
areas. First, Goodman, Bottoms, Schwartz-Kenney,
and Rudy (1991) and Carter, Bottoms, and Levine
(1996) have examined the effects of social support in
child interviews. Their research indicates that chil-
dren tend to give more accurate statements when
interviewed in a warm, supportive manner. These
findings confirm recommendations by experts (e.g.,
Jones, 1992; Poole & Lamb, 1998; Warren et al., 1996;
Wood et al., 1996) and underline the importance of
rapport building in child interviews. A second rele-
vant line of research has been pursued by Lamb,
Sternberg, and their colleagues (Hershkowitz, Lamb,
Sternberg, & Esplin, 1997; Lamb et al., 1996; Stern-
berg et al., 1996, 1997), who have examined the
effects of open-ended versus focused questioning.
These researchers have found that children in sexual
abuse interviews give longer, more detailed responses
to open-ended questions than to focused questions
(Hershkowitz et al., 1997; Lamb et al., 1996; Stern-
berg et al., 1996). Furthermore, children make more
detailed disclosures if the interviewer has used open-
ended questions during the early, rapport-building
phase of the sexual abuse interview (Sternberg et al.,
1997). These findings support recommendations by
experts that open-ended questions be used as much
as possible in child interviews.
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In a third area of research, several studies have
documented that children’s accuracy and credibility
diminish when interviewers use words or sentences
above the children’s level of comprehension (Perry,
McAuliff, Tam, & Claycomb, 1995; Saywitz, Jaenicke,
& Camparo, 1990; Saywitz, Nathanson, & Snyder,
1993; see also discussion by Walker, 1994). These find-
ings support the recommendations of experts that
sexual abuse interviewers use language appropriate
to the child’s developmental level.

As research indicates, clumsy interviewing can
affect the accuracy, detail, and quality of a child’s dis-
closure of sexual abuse. Clinical anecdotes also sug-
gest that skillfulness (or lack thereof) may sometimes
affect the probability that a disclosure is made at all.
For example, in one CPS case we observed, a novice
caseworker had unsuccessfully attempted to interview
aretarded 13-year-old girl and concluded that the girl
“just won’t talk.” A more skillful interviewer was then
called in. Using a blend of kindness, charm, and
humor, the second interviewer quickly established
rapport with the girl, who freely disclosed sexual
abuse by her stepbrother.

Such anecdotes suggest that skillful rapport build-
ing may sometimes make the difference between dis-
closure and nondisclosure. Unfortunately, no published
study has examined thisissue. One unpublished study
with a sample of 1,535 children (Julie Cantlon, per-
sonal communication, February 24, 1998) found a
small but statistically significant difference in disclo-
sure/ report rates (range = 56% to 63%) to seven dif-
ferent interviewers in one agency. Perhaps specific
interviewer qualities (e.g., warmth) or skills (e.g., rap-
port building) encourage disclosure in some cases.
The effect may be rather small but merits future study.

OTHER EFFECTS OF BAD INTERVIEWING

As we have indicated, research has shown that im-
proper and clumsy interviewing can negatively affect
the accuracy or detail of children’s statements re-
garding abuse. However, in our experience, the un-
desirable effects of bad interviewing can extend
much further. First, we will enumerate possible nega-
tive consequences of improper interviewing that we
have observed.

e Improper interviewing can sometimes cause inno-
cent individuals to be falsely accused or convicted of
crimes against children.

e Ifthe child hasnotbeen abused but makes false al-
legations, then he or she may suffer serious and
unnecessary stress by being separated from par-

ents or caretakers, or subjected to legal investigations
and trials.

¢ Suggestive interviewing may have the counterpro-
ductive effect of lowering the child’s credibility in the
eyes of adults. For example, in the famous McMartin
Preschool case, prosecutors failed to obtain any con-
victions. Jurors afterward stated that the children’s
credibility had been undermined by suggestive inter-
viewing (Reinhold, 1990; Wilkerson & Rainey, 1990).
Arecentstudy by Tubb, Wood, and Hosch (1999) also
indicates that adults may find a child’s allegations of
sexual abuse less convincing if the allegations were
elicited by suggestive questioning.

* A true allegation of abuse may be contaminated by
falsehood or inaccuracy (Everson, 1997). If an allega-
tion of sexual abuse has been elicited by improper
techniques, then the task of sorting out truth from
falsehood becomes much more difficult, and the
child’s credibility may be compromised.

¢ Resources of child protective services, police, and the
legal system may be drained by unsuccessful investiga-
tions and trials. It is sobering to reflect that consider-
able money and time have been expended on
criminal prosecutions that ultimately failed or were
overturned because of improper interviewing.

e If the limited resources of child protection and legal
agencies are drained into unsuccessful or ill-founded
cases, then less time and money will be available to
help children in cases of genuine abuse.

¢ Finally, experience has shown that dubious cases in-
volving improper interviewing are sometimes
brought to public attention by the media or scholars.
Such cases can fuel criticism of the child protection
system and damage the reputation of investigators
and prosecutors.

As may be seen, improper interviews can have a
negative impact on child victims, criminal prosecu-
tions, and the reputation of the child protection sys-
tem itself. Contrary to what is sometimes suggested,
improper interviewing techniques are a matter of
concern for child protection administrators, police,
and prosecutors, not just for alleged perpetrators and
defense attorneys.

In our experience, the negative consequences of
clumsy interviewing are not the same as those of im-
proper interviewing. Specifically, if a child is inter-
viewed in a clumsy manner and discloses abuse, then
the disclosure will probably be less coherent, detailed,
and convincing than it might have been otherwise.
Several negative consequences can follow.

e If the child’s statement is clumsy, unconvincing, or
lacking in detail, then a caseworker or evaluator may
be less inclined to judge the disclosure credible (see
Faller, 1988).
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¢ Ifthe civil justice system is involved (e.g., in domestic
court), judges and attorneys may treat the allegations
with more skepticism.

e If the criminal justice system is involved, prosecutors
may regard the child as a poor witness and be reluc-
tant to accept the case. Even if the case is accepted for
prosecution, a clumsy initial interview, with a piece-
meal statement by the child, may become a liability
rather than an asset.

Our own experience suggests that the child is
probably the biggest loser when clumsy interviewing
occurs. A skillful interview may elicit a strong, clear
statement of abuse and mobilize powerful forces on a
child’s behalf. Conversely, a clumsy interview may
elicit only a feeble statement and lessen the probabil-
ity that the child protection or legal system will take
strong action.

IMPLICATIONS FOR PROSECUTORS

Clearly, both improper and clumsy interview-
ing are undesirable. But what are the practical
implications for professionals who work with a-
bused children? We begin our recommendations by
addressing prosecutors, then turn to police and CPS
administrators.

First, over the past 10 years, several highly publi-
cized prosecutions have failed or been overturned
because of improper interviewing. Prosecutors who
wish to avoid costly outcomes of this type should dis-
courage improper interviewing practice within their
own jurisdictions.

Second, prosecutors have an interest not only in
curbing improper interviewing, but in promoting
skillful interviewing. For example, the credibility of a
child witness can be increased, and the prosecution’s
case strengthened, if the initial interview of the child
is conducted by a highly skilled interviewer. Thus, the
suggestions offered below for police and CPS workers
should be of interest to prosecutors as well.

Third, when an interviewer is attacked in court by
defense lawyers or experts, the distinction between
clumsy and improper can be helpful for rehabilitating
the credibility of the interviewer and the interview. As
we have described, improper interviewing can
increase the probability that a child will make false
allegations. However, clumsy interviewing by itself
does not usually have such an effect. Thus, if an inter-
viewer is attacked for making errors during an inter-
view, a critical question is whether those errors were
improper (i.e., of the type that might lead to false alle-
gations). If an interviewer’s errors fall into the clumsy
rather than the improper category, theyshould not be
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construed as evidence that the child has been
manipulated into making false allegations of abuse.

IMPLICATIONS FOR CPS AND POLICE
Eliminating Improper Interviewing

It has been our experience that CPS and police
administrators who set out to eliminate improper inter-
viewing within their agencies can often do so rather
easily. A small amount of training, combined with
minimal supervision of audiotaped or videotaped
interviews, can keep the occurrence of improper inter-
views to a2 minimum.

Training. In our own training sessions, we have
noted that most police and caseworkers can quickly
be taught to recognize and avoid improper interview-
ing techniques. In fact, because such training takes
less than 2 hours and is intrinsically interesting, it can
be presented as an agency in-service, notjust to inter-
viewers. We have used the following format.

During the first 5 to 10 minutes, we introduce the
topic of improper interviewing by discussing the
highly publicized Kelly Michaels and McMartin Pre-
school cases of the mid-1980s. The interviews in both
these cases were widely criticized and the prosecu-
tions ultimately failed. We use these historical exam-
ples to illustrate the potential negative consequences
of improper interviewing. Information about these
cases is available from several scholarly and journalis-
tic sources (Ceci & Bruck, 1995; Hicks, 1990; Nathan,
1991; Nathan & Snedeker, 1995; Rabinowitz, 1990;
but see Faller, 1996; Manshel, 1990; Summit, 1994).

During the next part of the presentation, which lasts
about 45 minutes, the various types of improper inter-
viewing techniques are enumerated and described.
The SIRR model provides a helpful way to organize
this part of the presentation, particularly if partici-
pants are given a written outline. The techniques can
be illustrated with examples from the trainer’s own
experience or from historical cases (e.g., see Ceci &
Bruck, 1995; Garven et al., 1998). It can also be help-
ful to describe some of the more vivid studies on chil-
dren’s suggestibility, such as the Mousetrap, Sam
Stone, and Manny Morales studies (see Ceci & Bruck,
1995, pp. 129-132, 218-222; Garven et al., 1998).

During the final part of the presentation, which
usually lasts 30 to 45 minutes, two participants role-
play extended excerpts from real interviews in which
improper techniques were used. First, the two partici-
pants read the entire excerpt out loud from begin-
ning to end, with one portraying the child and the
other the interviewer. Then, they read the excerpt
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again, but pausing so that members of the group can
identify precisely which improper technique is being
used at a particular spot in the interview. This part of
the presentation is enjoyable because participants
can actively take partin the exercise and put their new
knowledge to use. Trainers may be able to obtain tran-
scripts of improper interviews from the archives of
their own agency (with identifying information
removed), or by consulting Underwager and Wake-
field (1990). Alternatively, the first author of the pres-
ent article can provide excerpts suitable for training
purposes.

Monitoring interviews. In our experience, the short
presentation that we have just described is effective
with the large majority of interviewers. However, a few
interviewers may still use improper techniques even
after being trained otherwise. Probably the most effi-
cient way to identify such interviewers is to monitor
interview tapes or transcripts. Obviously, supervisors
cannot monitor all the interviews in their agency. For-
tunately, we have the impression that there is often an
identifiable pattern in such cases: Improper inter-
views tend to be conducted (a) by the least experi-
enced interviewers, (b) with the youngest children (5
years and younger), and (c) in interviews that are un-
usually long for children of that age (i.e., more than
30 minutes). Thus, we suspect that supervisors can
probably detect most cases of improper interviewing
simply by monitoring those cases in which their new-
est workers have interviewed preschool children, and
by keeping an eye out for unusually long interviews.

It should be remembered that most interviewers
easily learn to recognize and avoid improper inter-
viewing techniques. Thus, an interviewer who uses
such techniques even after being trained otherwise is
behaving in an unusual manner, with potentially seri-
ous consequences for the agency. In our experience,
interviewers who behave in this way are unlikely to
change, even when additional feedback is provided by
supervisors. The safest course may be to arrange a
transfer to less sensitive positions within the agency.

Videotaping or audiotaping interviews. The advan-
tages and disadvantages of taping child sexual abuse
interviews have been thoroughly reviewed elsewhere
(Davies & Westcott, 1992; McGough, 1994; Myers,
1993). Thus, we will touch only briefly on two issues.

First, unless child interviews are routinely taped,
we do not see how prosecutors, CPS, or police will be
able to control improper and clumsy interviewing in
their jurisdictions. Alternative approaches, such as
intensive supervision of interviews through one-way
mirrors, are probably not practical or economically
feasible in most settings. For obvious reasons, inter-

viewers do not usually recognize the problems with
their own interviewing style or report them to supervi-
sors. Thus, taping may be an essential quality control
mechanism for supervisors who wish to detect bad
interviewing and provide feedback to their workers,
or for prosecutors who wish to monitor the actions of
frontline workers,

Second, opponents of taping have sometimes
argued that defense attorneys will use tapesin court to
attack the credibility of child interviewers. However,
the historical record shows that such attacks have gen-
erally been successful only when interviewing was
improper (e.g., the Kelly Michaels case), not when it
was simply clumsy. Unless improper interviewing
techniques have been used, taping is unlikely to cre-
ate serious problems for a sexual abuse prosecution.

Eliminating Clumsy Interviewing

In our experience, improper interviewing can be
eliminated rather easily by 2-hour in-service presenta-
tions and judicious monitoring of interviews. By con-
trast, clumsy interviewing may be much more difficult
to eliminate. For example, in one child protection
agency where supervisors had provided training and
encouraged good interviewing practice, we found
that only about 5% of interviews were clearly
improper, whereas 50% to 75% were still clearly
clumsy. Although improper interviewing has received
the most attention from scholars and journalists,
clumsy interviewing is probably much more common
(Warren et al., 1996; Wood et al., 1996). And as we
have argued above, the child victim is the most likely
loser.

At the present time in the United States, the train-
ing of police and CPS child interviewers usually seems
to take one of three forms, all problematic. First, a
substantial number of interviewers are given little
more than informal on-the-job training. After
receiving brief verbal instructions from a coworker
and observing one or two interviews, new workers
may start conducting interviews themselves. Such
training tends to be incomplete and out of date. Fur-
thermore, the more experienced interviewer who
serves as a model may have serious deficits in skill and
knowledge.

Second, many interviewers receive brief (i.e., 6
hours or less) formal training, often as part of a more
general orientation program. For example, we are
acquainted with one police department where all new
members receive 1 day of training regarding child
abuse, including 2 hours on interviewing. The diffi-
culty, of course, is that 2 hoursis much too shorta time
to learn and practice the skills required for child
interviewing.
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Third, some jurisdictions provide more extensive
interviewer training, in workshops that last 2 or 3 full
days. These workshops may be given by trainers within
the agency, or by prominent outside experts who are
brought in under special contract. Such workshops
tend to be more up-to-date and thorough than the
other forms of training we have discussed, and typi-
cally involve extensive role-playing of relevant skills.
However, research indicates that, by themselves, work-
shops of this type may not be very effective at teaching
new interviewing skills (Aldridge, 1992, pp. 235-238;
Memon, Bull, & Smith, 1995; Memon, Holley, Milne,
Koehnken, & Bull, 1994; Stevenson, Leung, & Cheung,
1992). Interviewers may go home from workshops
believing that they have learned new skills, but then
continue to conduct interviews in the same way as
they did before. As we will discuss below, there may be
ways to encourage interviewers to transfer the skills
they have learned from workshops.

The sad factis that there is presently no empirically
proven, economically practical method for turning
the average police detective or CPS caseworker into a
skillful child interviewer. This does not mean that cur-
rent methods are totally ineffective or that no better
approach will ever be found. In fact, the remainder of
this article describes some strategies that seem prom-
ising. Some of the strategies are incompatible with
each other, whereas others can be combined into a
single approach. CPS and police supervisors can
decide which ideas, if any, are appropriate for their
own agency (for further ideas and suggestions, see
Poole & Lamb, 1998; Wood et al., 1996).

Internships for interviewers. Mental health profes-
sionals learn most clinical skills in two stages. First, for-
mal classroom instruction is provided: The student
learns through lectures, assigned reading, and ele-
mentary practice of the relevant skills. Second, an in-
ternship experience is provided: The student
practices the skillsin a real-world setting, with close su-
pervision and feedback from a qualified professional.

At present, it appears that very few child interview-
ers have been trained using this two-stage process.
The 2- or 3-day workshops described above provide
something similar to formal classroom instruction.
However, once caseworkers or police have completed
a workshop, there is often no internship to monitor
their performance and provide feedback. As we have
indicated, such workshop training may be insufficient
by itself.

The problem might be solved, at least in part, if
interviewers went through a simple internship after
completing workshop training. For example, they
might be asked to submit tapes or transcripts of their
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first 10 interviews to a supervisor or other qualified
expert, who would provide brief written or verbal
feedback. Of course, the success of this approach
would depend on the knowledge level and conscien-
tiousness of the supervisor. However, even if feedback
consisted of only two comments per interview, we sus-
pect that many interviewers would greatly benefit
from this internship experience. In addition, this
approach would allow the earlyidentification of inter-
viewers who are poorly suited to the job.

Interviewing specialists. In some police and CPS
agencies, the detective or worker in charge of a case
does not usually interview the child, but instead turns
that job over to a specialist who is supposed to be espe-
cially well-trained and proficient at child interview-
ing. Similarly, in many communities around the
United States, suspected child victims are taken to a
safe house or child advocacy center to be questioned
by an interviewing specialist.

In our experience, such interviewing specialists
are not always as skillful or well informed as might be
hoped. Nevertheless, the idea of designating certain
workers as specialists and letting them conduct all or
most of the interviews in an agency seems to have con-
siderable merit. Many CPS agencies have high worker
turnover. In addition, both CPS and police agencies
lack adequate resources to provide every investigator
with interview training. Even if available, such train-
ing may be ineffective. In light of these problems, per-
haps the most effective and economical approach is
to select specialists to handle the interviewing for all
cases within the CPS or police agency. Of course, if
such a system is to work, specialists must be well
trained, with knowledge and skills that are truly above
average and up to date.

Formal university training. Child sexual abuse inves-
tigation did not become widely regarded as an impor-
tant professional skill until the 1980s. Perhaps
because the field is relatively new, it still does not re-
ceive much attention in most university training pro-
grams for social workers, psychologists, and police.
Instead, child protection and police agencies have
had the responsibility of providing training them-
selves.

In the future, however, this situation may change.
For example, perhaps the day is not far off when most
social work and criminal justice programs offer
undergraduate or graduate courses on “Child Abuse:
Background Information and Investigation” or
“Child and Adult Interviewing.” Programs offering
such courses could simultaneously provide their stu-
dents with valuable skills and lessen the burden of
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training for law enforcement and social service
agencies.

Structured interviews. Recently, the interesting sug-
gestion has been made that police and caseworkers
might use structured interviews to question children
in abuse cases (Sternberg etal., 1997). In a structured
approach, the interviewer follows a narrowly defined
format or script. For example, Sternberg and her col-
leagues (1997, pp. 1145-1146) have recently pub-
lished a structured approach thatspecifies the precise
questions a child should be asked during rapport
building at the beginning of an interview.

The idea of structured interviews is actually much
more workable and attractive than might appear at
first glance. First, similar structured approaches have
been used very successfully in mental health treat-
ment settings over the past twenty years. For example,
the Structured Clinical Interview for the DSM-IILR is
now widely accepted as a tool for diagnosing psychiatric
disorders (Rogers, 1995; Spitzer, Williams, Gibbon, &
First, 1990). Similarly, several manualized treatments
for psychological disorders have achieved notable
success (Barlow & Cerny, 1988; DeRubeis & Crits-
Christoph, 1998; Kazdin & Weisz, 1998).

As a second attraction, training for structured ap-
proaches is usually simpler than for other approaches.
A third attraction is that structured interviews provide
a standardized cookbook approach to interviewing,
and so leave less room for the mistakes and idiosyncra-
cies of individual interviewers. In a forensic setting, an
interviewer would be largely immune to criticism if he
or she had used a well-accepted structured interview
format.

At present, structured child forensic interviews
are still in the formative stage (see Lamb et al., 1998,
p. 817; Poole & Lamb, 1998). Once developed, pres-
ent versions will still need to be tested and revised.
However, well-designed structured interviews will
gradually become available over the next 5 years, and
may prove highly useful to some police and child pro-
tection agencies.

Models of good interviewing. Not long ago, a CPS
trainer asked us for examples of skillful child inter-
viewing. After a long search, we could locate only one
published interview of high quality (Steller & Boy-
chuk, 1992, pp. 57-61). Currently, there are many
more published examples of bad interviews (e.g.,
Ceci & Bruck, 1995; Underwager & Wakefield, 1990)
than good ones. In the future, we hope thatnumerous
examples of good interviewing will be published, with
a variety of children from different ages and back-

grounds. Such role models would be of great use in
training CPS and police interviewers.

Personnel selection. The discussion thus far has fo-
cused on improved methods for training child inter-
viewers. In closing, we would like to turn to an equally
important but generally neglected subject, the crite-
ria for selecting child interviewers. In both police and
CPS settings, we have sometimes encountered inter-
viewers who appear to have little natural aptitude for
their job, lacking the warmth, flexibility, and liking for
children that are required for successful interviewing.
Below we list and briefly discuss the qualities that we
think are most important in child interviewers. We
hope that CPS and police supervisors will keep these
qualities in mind when selecting child interviewers.

¢ Personal warmth, friendliness, and tact. The ability to
establish and maintain rapport, even under difficult
circumstances, may be the single most important
quality in a sexual abuse interviewer. Individuals who
are irritable, unexpressive, or awkward in social inter-
actions are not well suited to the job.

¢ Demonstrated ability to work with children. A surpris-
ingly large number of interviewers have no experi-
ence working with children, and lack basic skills for
managing or talking with them. Interviewers are pref-
erable who have previous experience in child care or
teaching.

¢ Previous formal training in counseling or interview-
ing. Many skills required for interviewing are the
same as those required for counseling. In our experi-
ence, workers who have already taken basic counsel-
ing courses have a big head start when learning to
interview children.

e Ability to change in response to feedback. Workers
who disregard feedback or respond defensively are
unlikely to respond well to the intensive training re-
quired for good interviewers.

* A master’s degree or above-average academic per-
formance as an undergraduate. As we have indicated,
child interviewing is a complex field in a process of
rapid development. Individuals who are bright and
well educated will be better prepared to understand
new developments and adapt to them.

In conclusion, itis important to remember that the
field of child sexual abuse investigation and interview-
ing is very new, so that professional knowledge and in-
stitutions are still growing and changing. The present
article reflects current realities and offers suggestions
for the next few years. However, new information and
needsare sure to appear before long. The most appro-
priate attitude for prosecutors, police, and CPS ad-
ministrators is one of flexibility and openness.
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