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NATIONAL CHILDREN’S ADVOCACY CENTER 

HUNTSVILLE, ALABAMA 

CHILD FORENSIC INTERVIEW STRUCTURE 
 

1.0 INTRODUCTION 

 

The National Children's Advocacy Center (NCAC) provides a model for the forensic interview of 

a child or adolescent which has a semi-structured format that can be adapted to children of different 

ages and cultural backgrounds, and is useful for interviewing children who may have experienced 

sexual or physical abuse or who may be a witness to violence against another person.  The NCAC 

Child Forensic Interview Structure (NCAC CFIS) emphasizes a flexible, thoughtful, decision-

making approach throughout the interview and does not recommend a scripted format. 

 

2.0 PURPOSE OF A FORENSIC INTERVIEW 

 

A forensic interview is a structured conversation with a child intended to elicit detailed information 

about a possible event or events that the child has experienced or witnessed.  The purposes of a 

forensic interview are multiple: obtaining information from a child which may be instructive in a 

criminal investigation, assessing the safety of the child’s living arrangements, and obtaining 

information that will contribute to either corroborating or refuting allegations or suspicions of 

maltreatment (American Professional Society on the Abuse of Children [APSAC], 2012; Cronch, 

Viljoen, & Hansen, 2006; Faller, 2007; Lamb & Brown, 2006; Newlin et al., 2015; Perona, 

Bottoms, & Sorenson, 2005).  Such an interview is conducted when there are concerns that the 

child may have been a victim of physical or sexual abuse or when a child has been a witness to a 

violent or abusive act perpetrated on another victim.  The interviewer should adopt an open-minded 

and fact-finding approach and maintain objectivity throughout the conversation. (Cordisco Steele 

& National Children’s Advocacy Center, 2016; Newlin et al., 2015; Poole, 2016; Powell & Snow, 

2007; Saywitz, Lyon, & Goodman, 2011, 2017). 

 

3.0 CONTEXT OF THE INTERVIEW 

 

3.1  Timing 

The interview should follow as closely in time to the targeted event as feasible.  However, the 

interview should also be timed to maximize the child’s capacity to provide accurate and complete 

information; this may involve consideration of the child’s physical and mental state, immediate 

safety concerns, and the possible impact of delays in the interview process on the child’s ability to 

recall and report his/her experience (APSAC, 2012; Faller, 2007; Lamb, Hershkowitz, Orbach, & 

Esplin, 2008; Newlin et al., 2015; Pipe & Salmon, 2002; Smith & Milne, 2011). 

 

3.2  Location 

It is recommended that a forensic interview be conducted at a Child Advocacy Center or other 

child-friendly facility.  When a designated facility is not accessible, the interview should occur in 

a safe, neutral environment which should be private, informal, and free from unnecessary 

distractions (APSAC, 2012; Jones et al., 2010; Jones, Cross, Walsh, & Simone, 2005; National 

Children’s Alliance (NCA), 2016; Saywitz & Camparo, 2014; Sorenson, Bottoms, & Perona, 

2002). 
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When it is necessary to conduct the forensic interview at the child’s school, arrangements should 

be made with school officials concerning the child’s availability and the need for privacy.  Every 

attempt should be made to avoid conducting an interview at the location where abuse is thought to 

have occurred (APSAC, 2012; State of Michigan, 2011). 

 

4.0 DOCUMENTATION 

 

Forensic interviews must be accurately and thoroughly documented (Faller, 2007; Lamb et al., 

2008; Myers, 1992, 1998).  Electronic documentation (DVD, video, or audio taping) provides the 

most accurate and complete form of documentation (Cauchi & Powell, 2009; Jones et al., 2005; 

Myers, 1992, 1998; NCA, 2016; Smith & Milne, 2011; Sorenson et al., 2002) as it captures a 

thorough depiction of all behaviors and statements from the child and the interviewer.  Such 

documentation can ensure and validate appropriate interview techniques (Cronch et al., 2006; 

Faller, 2007). 

 

Any written documentation should be as close to verbatim as possible (Lamb, Orbach, Sternberg, 

Hershkowitz, & Horovitz, 2000).  Every attempt should be made to maintain the accuracy and 

integrity of all recordings of the forensic interview. 

 

4.1  Number of Interviews 

Prevailing practice during an investigation of child is for one official interview of the child to be 

conducted (APSAC, 2012; Merchant & Toth, 2006; NCA, 2016; Saywitz & Comparo, 2009).  

Multiple duplicative interviews by different interviewers can result from a lack of coordination 

among investigating agencies and are discouraged as this practice may increase the child’s distress 

and perception of the investigation as harmful, as well as increase the number of inconsistencies 

(APSAC, 2012; Cross, Jones, Walsh, Simone, & Kolko, 2007; Malloy, Lyon, & Quas, 2007; NCA, 

2015).   

 

The decision about the number of interview sessions should be based upon the minimum number 

of sessions needed to elicit complete and accurate accounts of events and to insure the well-being 

of the child (APSAC, 2012; Davies & Westcott, 1999; Goodman-Brown, Edelstein, Goodman, 

Jones, & Gordon, 2003; Hershkowitz & Terner, 2007; La Rooy, Lamb, & Pipe, 2009; Waterhouse, 

Ridley, Bull, & La Rooy, 2016).  Multiple sessions of an interview, conducted by a single 

interviewer who is implementing good questioning practices and avoiding the use of leading or 

suggestive questions, is appropriate for an extremely reluctant or severely traumatized child, or a 

child with intellectual or communicative disabilities (Lamb, Hershkowitz, Orbach, & Esplin, 2008; 

La Rooy et al., 2009; La Rooy, Katz, Malloy, & Lamb, 2010).  Additionally, new information or 

evidence which arises during an investigation may necessitate a need for a limited follow-up 

interview of a child (Waterhouse et al., 2016).  At times a structured extended forensic interview 

approach may be recommended for a child identified as fitting one of the previously mentioned 

categories (Cronch et al., 2006; Faller, 2007; Faller, Cordisco Steele, & Nelson-Gardell, 2010).   

 

4.2  Participants 

A trained forensic interviewer designated by the investigative team should conduct the interview 

while other investigators observe by closed circuit television, one-way mirror, or some other 

unobtrusive means.  Provision for communication between the interviewer and investigators is 
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essential, so that questions from all members of the investigating team are considered (APSAC, 

2012; Cronch et al., 2006; Jones et al, 2005; NCA, 2016; Sorenson et al., 2002; Van Eys & 

Benneke, 2011).  Communication with observing team members can be achieved through breaks 

during the interview, transmission of questions via electronic devices worn by the interviewer, or 

the passage of hand written notes; but the method selected should not be disruptive for the child.  

If more than one investigative interviewer is present in the room, a lead interviewer should be 

designated and a plan for questioning should be developed before beginning the interview.  The 

observing interviewer should hold questions until the lead interviewer reaches a logical stopping 

point (State of Michigan, 2011). 

 

4.3  Pace and Duration 

The child’s age, physical needs, emotional state, and culture should determine the pace of the 

interview, with the interviewer providing structure and focus in a developmentally and culturally 

sensitive manner (Bottoms, Quas, & Davis, 2007; Fontes, 2008a; Faller & Hewitt, 2007; Lamb et 

al., 2008; Saywitz & Camparo, 2009; Saywitz et al., 2017). The interviewer should proceed 

carefully without a display of frustration or annoyance if the child is reluctant to talk or has 

difficulty attending to the topic.  A child should not be pressured to respond to questions (APSAC, 

2012; Davis & Bottoms, 2002; Hershkowitz, 2009; Hershkowitz et al., 2006; Lamb et al., 2008).  

The interviewer must stay alert to signals from the child indicating fatigue, distress, or loss of 

concentration.  Breaks can be taken as needed.  If the interview is being electronically recorded, 

recording equipment should continue to run during any break. 

 

5.0 QUESTIONING STRATEGIES 

 

The goal of forensic questioning is to elicit a complete and accurate account of the child’s 

experience(s), while minimizing the introduction of specific information or influence from the 

interviewer (APSAC, 2012; Lamb et al., 2008; Poole & Lamb, 1998; Saywitz, Esplin, & 

Romanoff, 2007).  Empirical research and practice consensus concur that information obtained 

through use of recall or open-ended prompts is more likely to be accurate and to include greater 

contextual detail (Lamb et al., 2008; Lyon, 2005; Poole & Lamb, 1998; Orbach & Lamb, 2007; 

Poole & Lindsey, 2002; Powell & Snow, 2007; Saywitz, Goodman, & Lyon, 2002; Saywitz & 

Geiselman, 1998; Sternberg, Lamb, Esplin, Orbach, & Hershkowitz, 2002).  However, practice 

experience and research also acknowledge that children at times require more direct probes and 

scaffolding of their responses to assist in organizing their accounts into a “story model” format 

and to enable them to talk about embarrassing topics (Faller & Hewitt, 2007; Saywitz et al., 2002; 

Walker, 2013).  The interviewer must consider both the structure (i.e. narrative prompt, ‘wh’ 

question, option-posing question) and the purpose of the questions (substantive intent) when 

posing questions (Faller, 2007; Powell & Snow, 2007; Saywitz, et al., 2002).   

 

The interviewer should implement the continuum of questions discussed below throughout the 

interview, even when discussing non-abuse topics (Brown & Lamb, 2009; Lamb et al., 2008; Lamb 

& Brown, 2006; Poole & Lamb, 1998; Saywitz et al., 2002, 2011, 2017; Sternberg et al., 1997).   

 

5.1  Narrative Invitation 

Narrative invitations, also known as open-ended questions, open-ended prompts, or free recall 

questions, encourage the child to talk at length about a topic with minimal input from the 
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interviewer.  Non-verbal attention, facilitative responses, and additional invitational questions 

provide acknowledgement of the child’s narrative and encourage elaboration in the child’s own 

words.  Some children can provide substantial amounts of information in response to narrative 

invitations and before the first option-posing utterances (Lamb et al., 2008; Lyon, 2005; Poole, 

2016; Poole & Lamb, 1998; Sternberg et al., 2002).    

 

Narrative invitations include statements such as “Start at the beginning and tell me everything 

about…” and “Tell me more about….”  Narrative invitations can incorporate different structural 

formats such as “describe” or “explain how that happened” or “what happened next?”  The use of 

narrative invitations is recommended throughout the interview with a child who is able to respond 

to such prompts, as they best elicit the child’s idiosyncratic description of events and the use of 

their own words (Lamb et al., 2008, 2011; Lyon, 2005; Poole & Lamb, 1998; Saywitz et al., 2002, 

2011, 2017; Sternberg et al., 2002).   

 

As children benefit from permission and practice in narrative exchanges with adults, this style of 

conversation should begin early in the interview and should not be reserved for the abuse-specific 

portion of the interview (Orbach & Lamb, 2007; Poole & Lamb, 1998; Sternberg et al., 2002).   

 

5.2  Focused Narrative Request 

A focused narrative request employs the same invitational format while cueing the child to a 

specific topic (person, location, activity, object, or time).  The intent of the focused narrative 

question format is to gather as much information as possible from the child in their own words 

while providing structure and direction to the conversation (Cronch et al., 2006; Faller, 2007; 

Lamb et al., 2003). This questioning format is the preferred method when seeking clarification or 

elaboration of a detail or action previously mentioned by the child as opposed to the use of focused 

and specific questions (Lamb et al., 2008, 2011; Poole, 2016; Powell & Snow, 2007; Saywitz et 

al., 2002, 2011).  The form of the focused narrative question can vary.  “Tell me more about 

[child’s words]” is often used.  However, a request for the child to “explain,” “describe” or “help 

me understand” can also be implemented.  Certain ‘wh’ questions serve as a focused narrative 

request (i.e. “What do you do for fun?” or “what happened?”).  Open-ended ‘wh’ questions often 

work well with a preschool child who may be confused by the broader request to “tell me all about 

….” (Faller, 2007; Fivush, Peterson, & Schwarzmueller, 2002; Hershkowitz, Lamb, Orbach, Katz, 

& Horowitz, 2012). 

 

Focused narrative requests are an effective way both to introduce a new topic, as well as to ask for 

additional information about a person, place, or activity previously mentioned by the child.  It may 

be helpful for the interviewer to reflect or repeat back a portion of the child’s earlier statement and 

follow with the question focusing on the topic of interest (i.e. “You said that the man had messy 

hair.  Tell me about his messy hair” or “Describe his messy hair.”)  (Evans & Roberts, 2009; 

Kadushin & Kadushin, 1997; Powell & Snow, 2007). 

 

5.3  Detail/”wh” Question  

Children are not raised to be witnesses and may not relate all stored information about a 

remembered event without the direction of a specific question.  Additionally, a child may be 

reluctant to reveal certain information for a variety of reasons, including lack of understanding of 

the task, embarrassment, fear, shame, or minimization of the event (Alaggia, 2004; McElvaney, 
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2013; Merchant & Toth, 2006; Orbach, Shiloach, & Lamb, 2007; Saywitz et al., 2002; Walker, 

2013).   

 

The purpose of a “wh” questions is to invite the “who”, “what”, “where,” “when” and “how” 

information which were not included in the child’s narrative description, about a topic already 

under discussion.  Such information, while highly relevant in a forensic interview, may not be 

typically included in everyday conversation.  The interviewer should maintain the “funnel” 

approach and not resort to “wh” questions before implementing a thorough use of narrative 

prompts.  The interviewer should avoid barraging the child with a series of “wh” questions (Ahern, 

Andrews, Stolzenberg, & Lyon, 2015; APSAC, 2012; Bruck, Ceci, & Hembrooke, 2001; 

Hershkowitz et al., 2012; Lyon, 2015; Saywitz et al., 2002).  Also, interviewers are cautioned to 

remember that a child will not have encoded all descriptive information and peripheral details 

about even well-remembered salient events.  Detail questions should always be framed in such a 

way as to give the child permission to say that they do not know the answer to a detail question. 

 

5.4 Multiple-Choice Questions  

Multiple-choice questions are sometimes described as option-posing questions.  The use of option-

posing questions should only be considered after other questioning alternatives have been 

unsuccessful (Fivush et al., Herskhowitz et al., 2012; Lyon, 2014; Mehrani & Peterson, 2015).  A 

multiple-choice question may clarify the intent of a detail question when the child seems confused 

by the question.  The recommendation is to provide the child a couple of specific choices and to 

follow with an open prompt requesting elaboration.  Young children may not be able to make use 

of multiple-choice prompts and this type of question should be avoided or used cautiously with 

young children (Imhoff & Baker, 1999; Mehrani & Peterson, 2015; Peterson, Dowden, & Tobin, 

1999; Rocha, Marche, & Briere, 2013). 

 

5.5 Yes/No Question 

Yes/no questions serve different purposes in a forensic interview.  Yes/no questions can be used 

to ask the child about specific information not included in the child’s narrative in a manner that 

respects that the child may or may not have information to share (i.e. “Did he say anything to 

you?”) as opposed to (“What did he say to you?”).  The initial yes/no question reminds the child 

that they should only answer questions where they know the information (Ceci & Bruck, 1995).  

To be of benefit, these questions should be followed by an invitation to elaborate, (i.e. “Tell me 

more about that”) (Faller, 2007; Orbach & Pipe, 2011; Saywitz & Camparo, 2009; Saywitz et al., 

2002, 2011, 2017).   

 

Interviewers should be cautious about using yes/no questions to address salient elements of abuse 

(i.e. specific acts or people) and should always be employed as a last resort (Ceci & Bruck, 1995; 

Peterson et al., 1999; Rocha et al., 2013).  Without additional narrative description or clarification, 

a singular response to a yes/no question is inconclusive.  Interviewers should be particularly 

cautious about employing yes/no questions with a preschool child (Faller & Hewitt, 2007; Peterson 

et al., 1999). 

 

5.6 Leading Question 

The terms “leading” and “suggestive” are often used interchangeably and fall into the category of 

a least preferred question, especially when the focus is on essential elements of a crime.  However, 
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leading questions are sometimes unavoidable if the interviewer wishes to learn the full scope of 

the child’s experience (APSAC, 2012; Everson, 1999; Faller, 2007; Saywitz et al., 2002).    

 

A leading question introduces information not previously provided by the child, sometimes 

referred to as externally-derived information (Lamb et al., 2008; Orbach & Pipe, 2011; Saywitz et 

al., 2011).  This information may have been gained from another source as part of the investigation 

or may be a follow-up question to information implied, but not stated by the child.  The 

introduction of a leading question is less risky with a child who has already demonstrated the 

ability provide narrative description and is not prone to suggestion (i.e. can say “No” or “I don’t 

know” or can correct the interviewer.) 

 

The interviewer should pose the least information possible in a question and follow up on the 

child’s response with the request to “tell me all about [child’s words]”.  Questions that direct the 

child to respond in a specific way or merely ask for affirmation or denial should be avoided 

(APSAC, 2012; Bruck et al., 2001; Faller, 2007; Home Office, 2002; Merchant & Toth, 2006; 

Poole & Lamb, 1998). 

 

6.0 USE OF MEDIA AND INTERVIEW AIDS  

 

Research on the use of media in forensic settings provides mixed findings.  Professionals also hold 

differing opinions about the influence of simple media on a child’s participation in a forensic 

interview with some voicing concern that media may be a distraction, influence the child’s 

responses, or encourage play and fantasy (Cordisco Steele, 2011; Gross & Hayne, 1998; Merchant 

& Toth, 2006; Pipe & Salmon, 2002; Poole & Lamb, 1998; State of Michigan, 2011).  The decision 

to allow or disallow access to simple media (paper, markers, play-doh) is most often a decision 

made jointly by the forensic interviewer and multidisciplinary team (MDT) members. 

 

6.1  Free Drawing 

Paper and markers or crayons are a flexible media which allows for different kinds of drawing 

during a forensic interview.  Free drawing during the pre-substantive potion of the interview may 

serve to increase rapport and diminish anxiety, while providing useful developmental information 

(Faller, 2007; Katz, Barnetz, & Hershkowitz, 2014; Pipe & Salmon, 2002; Poole & Dickinson, 

2014).  The interviewer is able observe the impact of drawing on the child’s conversational 

motivation and attention span, assessing whether the drawing facilitates narrative, substitutes for 

narrative, focuses the child, or serves as a distraction.   

During the allegation-focused portion of the interview, drawing can serve multiple purposes.  

Drawing may provide a form of context reinstatement (Saywitz et al., 2017) that can facilitate the 

recall of details through the production of drawing of the location, a specific person, the event, or 

elements of the event (Katz & Hamama, 2013; Katz & Hershkowitz, 2010; MacLeod, Gross, & 

Hayne, 2013; Patterson & Hayne, 2011; Salmon, Roncolato, & Gleitzman, 2003; Wesson & 

Salmon, 2001).  The interviewer must skillfully facilitate the use of drawing during a child’s 

disclosure by keeping the focus on the child’s verbal descriptions with the drawing in an assisting 

role. Children’s drawings should always be used as a tool that supports communication rather than 

as a medium to be interpreted by the interviewer (Brown, 2011; Katz & Hamama, 2013; Katz & 

Hershkowitz, 2010). 
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6.2  Human Figure Drawings 

Body drawings vary in the amount of “anatomical” detail included, ranging from “gingerbread” 

drawings to human figure outlines with minimal details to diagrams of human figures with facial 

and age-appropriate body features.  Research on the incorporation of human figure drawings in the 

forensic interview is limited and inconclusive; but indicates that the safest use of a human figure 

drawing is for purposes of clarification of details about an event already under discussion when all 

other attempts at clarification have been exhausted (Aldridge et al., 2004; Brown, Pipe, Lewis, 

Lamb, & Orbach, 2007; Pipe & Salmon, 2002; Poole & Bruck, 2012; Poole & Dickinson, 2011; 

Teoh, Yang, Lamb, & Larrson, 2010).   

 

7.0   PRE-INTERVIEW PREPARATION 

 

It is customary for the interviewer to have limited background information about the child and the 

allegations prior to the interview.  Relevant information about the child can include age, 

developmental functioning, school status, cultural background, family make-up, health status, and 

special needs (i.e. disabilities, compromised language, medication, mental health concerns, recent 

or monumental losses) which may affect the child’s ability to participate in the interview (Alaggia, 

Collins-Vezina, & Lateef, 2017; Myers, 1992, 1998; Pipe et al., 2007; Poole, 2016; Rivard & 

Compo, 2017; Smith & Milne, 2011; Sorenson et al., 2002).   

 

With preschool children or children with disabilities, the interviewer may wish to gather additional 

information about the child’s language, environment and routines, as well as recommendations for 

successful communication (Cederborg & Lamb, 2008; Cordisco Steele, 2011; Hewitt, 1999; 

Koenig & Harris, 2005; Poole & Lamb, 1998).  Consultation and additional preparation may be 

needed for children with special issues (Cederborg, La Rooy, & Lamb, 2008; Davies & Faller, 

2007; Lamb et al., 2008).    

 

A minimal amount of case-specific information can assist the interviewer in structuring the 

interview, anticipating complicating factors (multiple events, jurisdictions, perpetrators, 

traumagenic concerns) and considering alternative hypotheses to be explored (Rivard & Compo, 

2017).  Reluctant children may require a tailored approach to substantive topics; and such 

information can assist the interviewer in developing a funneled approach without resorting to 

overly direct or leading questions.  The interviewer must be mindful not to introduce information 

or topics to the child in a manner designed to confirm or disconfirm prior information from others 

or interviewer’s suspicions (APSAC, 2012; Cronch et al., 2006; Faller, 2007; Merchant & Toth, 

2006; Myers, 1998; Orbach & Pipe, 2011; Poole & Lamb, 1998). 

 

8.0 CHILD FORENSIC INTERVIEW STRUCTURE 

 

8.1  Introduction 

The interviewer should provide a brief, neutral explanation of both the interviewer’s and the child’s 

roles, using language and terminology that is appropriate to the child’s developmental level and 

culture.  The interviewer should be attentive and responsive to any verbal and non-verbal cues 

indicating anxiety, embarrassment, anger, or fear, which may affect the child’s ability or 

willingness to participate in the interview.  Additionally, the interviewer should inform the child 

about the means of documentation and observation, and respond to any questions or concerns.  In 
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some CACs the information about roles, recording, and observation may have already been 

provided by a victim advocate or other CAC personnel prior to the beginning of the forensic 

interview (NCA, 2016) and is only repeated briefly during the interview.  The introductory stage 

of the interview is generally not lengthy, but may be adapted to the needs of the child and family 

(APSAC, 2012; Fontes, 2008a, 2008b; Poole & Lamb, 1998; Sorenson et al., 2002; State of 

Michigan, 2011).  

 

8.2  Developmental & Cultural Perspective 

Developmentally and culturally sensitive interviewing does not refer to a discreet stage of an 

interview; but a principle and approach that is evident throughout the interview.  A working 

knowledge of the basics of child development (motor, cognitive, language, emotional), cultural 

differences (linguistic style and family normative behaviors) and the potential impact of traumatic 

experiences on development will assist the interviewer in accomplishing this goal (Fivush, Haden, 

& Reese, 2006; Fontes, 2008a, 2008b; Gaskill & Perry, 2012; Price, Roberts, & Jackson, 2006; 

Rogoff, 2003; Stein & Kendall, 2004; Suarez-Orozco & Suarez-Orozco, 2001; Tang, 2006).  

Developmental and cultural adaptations begin in conjunction with introductions, early 

engagement, interview instructions, and narrative practice as the interviewer closely observes the 

child and adapts topics, follow-up questions, and any use of media to the child’s temperament and 

demonstrated level of functioning.  Developmental accommodations continue throughout the 

interview process as the interviewer attempts to stay within the child’s developmental capacity 

when requesting information or clarification (Cederborg, Danielsson, LaRooy, & Lamb, 2009; 

Cronch et al., 2006; Imhoff & Baker-Ward, 1999; Sorenson et al., 2002; Tang, 2006; Wood & 

Garven, 2000).   

  

8.3 Early Engagement 

Establishing rapport, an essential component of the forensic interview, is also not a discreet stage 

of the interview, but rather a style of interaction that continues throughout the conversation 

(Cordisco Steele, 2011; Davis & Bottoms, 2002; Hershkowitz, Lamb, Katz, & Malloy, 2013; Katz, 

2013; Saywitz et al., 2017; Teoh & Lamb, 2013). Children will vary in their openness to a 

conversation with an unfamiliar adult.  Initially, the interviewer should engage the child in 

conversation about neutral or positive topics.  A request to “tell me some things about yourself” 

or “tell me what kind of things you like to do” invites the child to talk about comfortable and 

familiar topics and begins to establish the child as the informant/expert and the interviewer as the 

listener.  The interviewer can observe the child’s linguistic patterns, interaction with the 

environment, and comfort in talking with an unfamiliar adult.  The interviewer should demonstrate 

good verbal and non-verbal attending behaviors, which may serve to increase the child’s 

confidence in the interviewer’s ability and willingness to listen (Bottoms, Quas, & Davis, 2007; 

Cordisco Steele, 2011; Cronch et al., 2006; Davies & Westcott, 1999; Faller, 2007; Hershkowitz, 

2009; Kadushin & Kadushin, 1997; Koenig & Harris, 2005; Saywitz, Larson, Hobbs, & Wells, 

2015; Sorenson et al., 2002; Wood, McClure, & Birch, 1996).  As the interview progresses and 

topics of conversation become more stressful, good listening, paraphrasing, and non-coercive 

support may assist the interviewer in maintaining rapport with a child (Bottoms, Quas, & Davis, 

2007; Faller, 2007; Katz, 2013). 
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8.4  Interview Instructions 

Expectations and dynamics governing a forensic interview differ from the implicit rules of most 

adult/child conversations.  An explanation of the rules of the interview can enhance the child’s 

understanding of the requirements and their role in the interview (APSAC, 2012; Brubacher, 

Poole, & Dickinson, 2015; Cronch et al., 2006; Davies & Westcott, 1999; Mulder & Vrij, 1996; 

Saywitz et al., 2002, 2011, 2017).  The rules for the interview may be provided immediately 

following introductions or may follow a period of early engagement.  Younger children may 

benefit from an opportunity to practice the rules (Lamb & Sternberg, 1999; Lyon, 2005; Merchant 

& Toth, 2006, Poole & Lamb, 1998; Saywitz et al., 2002, 2011, 2017). 

 

Rules that may be included in this portion of the interview are as follows: 

• The purpose of the interview is to talk about “true things” and about things that really 

happened.  It is important to “tell the truth.” 

• The child knows more about what happened than the interviewer, since the interviewer 

was not present during any events.  The child should be encouraged to correct the 

interviewer if the interviewer makes a mistake. 

• The interviewer will be asking a lot of questions.  It is okay if the child does not know 

or remember the answers.  It is okay to say, “I don’t know” or “I don’t remember.” 

• The interviewer may ask a question that is hard to understand or doesn’t make sense. 

If this happens the child should say, “I don’t understand.” 

 

The process of providing rules may be confusing or overwhelming to a young preschooler or 

developmentally delayed child.  In such cases, this step may be eliminated or adapted to the 

perceived needs of the child.  Interviewers may use knowledge gained about the child during the 

earlier phase of the interview when deciding how or if the guidelines should be presented (APSAC, 

2012; Hewitt, 1999; Walker, 2013). 

 

8.5  Narrative Practice 

Research demonstrates that the inclusion of narrative practice (also known as episodic memory 

training/practice) in the pre-substantive phase of the interview improves the quantity and quality 

of information provided by the child during the substantive portion of the interview (Davies & 

Westcott, 1999; Lamb & Brown, 2006; Lamb et al., 2003, 2008; Poole, 2016; Poole & Lamb, 

1998; Saywitz et al., 2002, 2011, 2017).  Narrative practice helps to inform and prepare the child 

for the differences of this unique conversation (informed child and uninformed adult) by providing 

the child an opportunity to describe a non-abuse event in detail from the beginning until the end 

of the event.  The interviewer employs facilitative responses and narrative invitations to prompt 

the child for information, thus modeling the forensic conversation.  This “training session” allows 

the child an opportunity to practice providing detailed narratives; while providing the interviewer 

an opportunity to become familiar with the child’s language and narrative style, as well as the 

effectiveness and limitations of questioning approaches with this child (Cordisco Steele, 2010; 

Hershkowitz, 2009; Lamb & Brown, 2006; Lyon, 2005; Merchant & Toth, 2006; Orbach & Lamb, 

2007; Poole & Lamb, 1998;  Saywitz et al., 2002, 2011; Sorenson et al., 2002; State of Michigan, 

2011). 
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8.6  Family  

It can be helpful to have a brief discussion about members of the child’s family, as well as people 

who live with or interact frequently with the household, in preparation for understanding a child’s 

description of personal life events.  Particularly when interviewing a child where the allegations 

are about a family member or friend, this brief conversation may give some indication of the 

child’s comfort and willingness to talk about people and household events.  Indications of 

reluctance from a child may indicate that they are not ready to transition into more difficult topics 

(Hershkowitz et al., 2006; Malloy, Lyon, & Quas, 2007; Orbach et al., 2007; Lamb, 2007). 

 

 

8.7  Transitioning to the Allegation Phase of the Interview 

Referrals of children for a forensic interview occur in a variety of ways.  Many children will have 

made concerning and sometimes descriptive statements (an outcry) to an adult, (London, Bruck, 

Ceci, & Shuman, 2005; Lyon & Ahern, 2011) who then made a report to the appropriate 

authorities.  For other children the referral for a forensic interview results from other kinds of 

information, such as confusing and unclear behavior and statements by the child, physical 

evidence, a confession, or witness statements which lead to a report to authorities (Alaggia, 2004; 

Bottoms, Rudnicki, & Epstein, 2007; Bruck et al., 2001; Cederborg, Lamb, & Laurell, 2007; 

DeVoe & Faller, 1999; Goodman-Brown et al., 2003; Hershkowitz et al., 2006; Hershkowitz, 

Horowitz, & Lamb, 2007; Jensen, Gulbrandsen, Mossige, Reichelt, & Tjersland, 2005; Lawson & 

Chaffin, 1992; London et al., 2005; Lyon, 2007; Lyon & Ahern, 2011; Malloy et al., 2007; Olafson 

& Lederman, 2006; Orbach et al., 2007; Pipe et al., 2007; Staller & Nelson-Gardell, 2005; Wyatt, 

1999).  In some cases, the child may never have made any statements or allegations to an adult 

(Easton, Saltz, & Willis, 2014; McElvaney, 2013; Munzer et al., 2014; Priebe & Svedin, 2008).    

 

Children who are participating in a forensic interview may fall into a variety of categories.  

(1) No maltreatment – no allegations from child 

(2) No maltreatment – child making allegations 

(3) Maltreatment – child made allegations and willing to talk (active disclosure) 

(4) Maltreatment -child made allegations and reluctant to talk (tentative disclosure) 

(5) Maltreatment -child made allegations and denies  

 

Interviewers must be prepared to use a range of strategies for transitioning to the allegation portion 

of the interview, adapting their approach to the history and demonstrated needs of the child being 

interviewed as well as information contained in the allegation report.  Such strategies allow for a 

“funneled” approach, as the interviewer moves incrementally from open-ended prompts to more 

focused prompts to possibly direct prompts (APSAC, 2012; Davies & Westcott, 1999; Faller, 

2007; Hershkowitz et al., 2006; Lamb et al., 2008; Poole, 2016; Lippert, Cross, Jones, & Walsh, 

2009; Saywitz et al., 2017; Sorenson et al., 2002). 

 

A child in “active disclosure,” may initiate discussion of the allegation topic during the pre-

substantive phase of the interview.  If this happens, the interviewer should follow the child’s lead.  

When the interviewer must provide the transition to substantive topics, they should begin with the 

most open-ended prompts such as “Now that I know you a little better, I want to talk about why 

you are here today” (Lamb et al., 2008) or “Tell me what you came here to talk to me about today” 

(Powell, 2003).  An open invitation allows the child to initiate discussion about concerning events 
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in their own way.  If the child does not respond to the most open invitation, the interviewer can try 

a sequence of slightly more focused prompts such as, “Has someone/your mother been worried 

about you?” or “Have you been worried about something?” or “Has something happened to you?”  

Again, the interviewer should be prepared to follow the child’s lead (Lamb et al., 2008, 2011; 

Lyon, 2005; Saywitz et al., 2011; Sorenson et al., 2002; State of Michigan, 2011).   

 

When the interviewer has confidence in information contained within the report, that information 

may be introduced to the child in a structured and funneled manner. The interviewer can reference 

the child back to an earlier conversation or contact with a social worker, doctor, police officer, etc. 

and inquire about the reason for and content of that conversation (APSAC, 2012; Faller, 2007; 

Lamb et al., 2008, 2011; Newlin et al., 2015; Poole, 2016; Saywitz et al., 2017).  Focused 

transitions should be planned during the pre-interview preparation meeting.  A funneled approach 

should be implemented, as the interviewer attempts to introduce the minimal amount of 

information needed to focus the child on the topic of the allegations.  Any response or 

acknowledgement by the child should be followed up with an open invitation to gather details from 

the child (APSAC, 2012; Lamb et al., 2008, 2011; Poole, 2016).   

 

When there is a high degree of certainty that abuse has occurred (electronic media, photographic 

evidence, medical evidence, suspect confession, etc.) serious concerns about a child’s safety can 

exist.  In such cases it may be appropriate to introduce evidence to the child in a carefully planned 

and thoughtful manner.  Attention should be given to introducing the minimal amount of evidence 

needed to focus the child on the topic of concern (APSAC, 2012). 

 

Some referrals may be vague or confusing.  In such cases the interviewer likely does not have 

information they consider reliable enough to introduce to the child.  In such cases, the interviewer 

may choose to engage the child in a series of conversations on topics such as care routines, family 

members, activities and hobbies, recent events, or other topics that may form the contextual 

background of the allegations; providing the child an opportunity to recall information in response 

to open-ended, focused prompts.  This indirect approach allows the interviewer to engage in 

conversations about the child’s experiences without making assumptions about maltreatment or 

resorting to leading questions.  The focused topics approach is also appropriate when the 

allegations are unspecific (behavioral or medical concern with no outcry) and there has been no 

direct outcry from the child (APSAC, 2012; Faller, 2007; Poole, 2016).   

 

Preschoolers often require a more direct prompt tailored to specific elements of the allegations or 

context, such as inquiring about a person, location, activity, an element of the outcry scenario, or 

follow-up responses (doctor, law enforcement or social services response) while the interviewer is 

especially mindful of avoiding leading questions about substantive issues (Faller & Hewitt, 2007; 

Hewitt, 1999). 

 

8.8  Allegation-Specific Questioning 

Once the transition to the allegation topic has occurred, the interviewer should invite the child to 

describe in detail the event(s) (Lamb & Brown, 2006; Lamb, Orbach, Hershkowitz, Esplin, & 

Horowitz, 2007; Poole & Lamb, 1998).  Observations of the child’s language and narrative ability 

during the pre-substantive phase of the interview can assist the interviewer in selecting the optimal 

open questions for eliciting narrative description from the child.  Prompts that ask the child to 
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“Start at the beginning and tell me everything that you can about what happened” along with 

attentive listening, pausing, reflection, and the use of facilitative prompts allow the interviewer to 

encourage full description from the child without interruption.  Open-ended breadth questions 

invite the child to provide more information without offering direction or focus (e.g. “What 

happened then?” or “What else happened?”).  Open-depth questions ask the child to provide more 

elaborate detail, description, or clarification about a previously mentioned detail (e.g. “Tell me 

more about the part where [activity or detail already mentioned by the child]” (Poole, 2016; Powell 

& Snow, 2007).  

 

“Wh” questions may be useful in eliciting still missing elements in the child’s description of 

events, as they ask for more specific information without providing options.  Responses to “wh” 

questions may be brief, but will be in the child’s own words (Ahern et al., 2016; Hershkowitz et 

al., 2012). Option-posing questions should only be used as a last resort and with caution (Katz & 

Hershkowitz, 2012; Poole, 2016; Saywitz et al., 2002, 2011). The interviewer’s challenge is to 

adapt the free recall phase to the child’s linguistic style (APSAC, 2012; Lamb et al., 2003, 2008; 

Merchant & Toth, 2006; Myers, Saywitz, & Goodman, 1996; Orbach et al., 2007; Poole, 2016; 

Poole & Lamb, 1998; State of Michigan, 2011; Walker, 2013).   

 

With a reluctant child or a child with limited narrative abilities, the interviewer should provide 

appropriate scaffolding through use of the full continuum of questions and consideration of the 

incorporation of media such as free drawing or writing (Katz & Hershkowitz, 2012; Lamb, 

LaRooy, & Malloy, 2011; Lippert, Cross, Jones, & Walsh, 2009).  Interviewers should still gather 

as much detail (who, what, where, when, & how) about the allegation topic as the child can 

provide, being mindful of limitations demonstrated in the earlier phase of the interview.  Specific 

closed questions, including yes/no questions and multiple-choice questions, must be used 

judiciously, and paired with an open invitation to gain clarification in the child’s words.  

Interviewers should avoid barraging the child with a series of direct “wh” questions to gather 

details about an event under discussion; rather approaching those questions with focused narrative 

request questions, moving to “wh” questions only as needed, and returning to open prompts 

(APSAC, 2012; Cronch et al., 2006; Davies & Westcott, 1999; Faller, 2007; Newlin et al., 2015; 

Poole, 2016; Quas, Davis, Goodman, & Myers, 2007; Walker, 2013).   

 

Many children experience multiple episodes of abuse.  When the child alleges multiple incidents, 

the interviewer can first obtain a description of what usually happens (the script memory) before 

moving to particularization of specific incidents.  When unique episodes of abuse are referenced 

by the child in their free narrative description, the interviewer should explore each of those 

episodes, using the child’s label for each event (Brubacher, Malloy, Lamb, & Roberts, 2013; 

Brubacher, Powell, & Roberts, 2014; Brubacher, Roberts, & Powell, 2012; Chamberlin & NCAC, 

2016).  Additional prompts for particular events can include requests to talk about the “first time,” 

“last time, “a time that you remember well,” “a time that something different happened,” “a time 

it happened in a different place,” etc.  The interviewer should keep in mind the child’s 

developmental and language abilities to distinguish unique episodes (Brubacher et al., 2012, 2013, 

2014; Chamberlin & NCAC, 2016). With each event, the interviewer should attempt to clarify 

descriptions of acts, terminology, or ambiguous statements (APSAC, 2012; Poole & Lamb, 1998).   
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8.9  Closure 

Once the substantive portion of the interview is complete, the interviewer should turn the 

conversation back to neutral topics.  If the conversation has been upsetting to the child, the 

interviewer may decide to spend more time with the child in the closure phase or may connect the 

child to the caregiver or a victim advocate or therapist.  Any questions from the child should be 

answered as directly and honestly as possible.  The interviewer should not make promises about 

events that are beyond the interviewer’s control.  The interviewer should acknowledge the child’s 

participation in the interview, regardless of the outcome of the interview (Davies & Westcott, 

1999; Merchant & Toth, 2006; Newlin et al., 2015; Poole & Lamb, 1998; State of Michigan, 2011).   

 

9.0 SUMMARY 

 

The NCAC recognizes that the work of a child abuse investigation is done in a way that 

accommodates state laws and community practices.  Many factors influence the investigation, 

including demographics, specialization within professions, cultural concerns, resources, and 

standard of practice within courts with authority over criminal and child protection decisions.  The 

presence or absence of multidisciplinary teams and child advocacy centers also affects the practice 

of interviewing child witnesses and conducting investigations (APSAC, 2012; Jones et al., 2005; 

NCA, 2016; Pence, 2011). The NCAC Child Forensic Interview Structure provides guidelines for 

best practice as influenced by research and standards of practice in the field.  The NCAC model 

provides a semi-structured, flexible structure that allows for discretion in matters decided by state 

statutes and community practices. 
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