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Abstract

Many children who come into contact with the legal system following suspected maltreat-

ment have difficulty disclosing the alleged abuse and providing rich and coherent testi-

monies. This study focuses on three interviews with alleged victims: two girls who were

interviewed following reports of possible sexual abuse by their fathers and one boy

who was interviewed following a report of possible sexual abuse by his mother. All the

interviews were conducted by social workers trained in investigative interviewing techni-

ques. The main aimof these case studies is to explore the effectof emotional,non-suggest-

ive support on children’s disclosure patterns and narratives during the forensic interview.

These illustrative interviews emphasise the importance of employing emotional non-

suggestive support in the forensic context, as this practice balances between the interests

of the legal systemand the best interests of the children involved. Thisbalancing is a highly

complicated task and represents social workers’ contributions to the experiences of

maltreated children in the legal system. The practical implications for social workers in

the forensic context and other contexts are also discussed.
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Introduction
Child maltreatment and the legal process

In the last several decades, child maltreatment has been recognised as a
social problem and has drawn considerable attention (Malloy et al., 2011).
Many researchers have dedicated their studies to better understanding this
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alarming phenomenon, and serious efforts are being made to facilitate chil-
dren’s recovery processes and well-being (Corwin and Keeshin, 2011;
Gupta et al., 2011) and promote the skills of the legal and other professionals
who work with them (Malloy et al., 2011). Maltreated children participating
in the legal system are a core and very challenging area of interest for
researchers.

Accurate identification of child maltreatment and its victims is crucial if we
wish to end victimisation, protect children and provide children, families and
potentially perpetrators with appropriate services and treatment (Malloy
et al., 2011; Lamb et al., 2008). Early identification is often difficult because
of the difficulty of investigating child maltreatment. Because corroborative
evidence is often absent, especially when sexual abuse is involved, suspected
victims are often the sole source of information about their experiences
(Lamb et al., 2008). For this reason, investigative interviews are vital in the
investigation of child maltreatment. Information from investigative inter-
views can have a powerful effect on legal and administrative decisions that
may profoundly affect the lives of children, families and suspects. Therefore,
it is imperative that children’s reports are clear, consistent, detailed and ac-
curate. However, many children are reluctant to disclose alleged abuse
and, even when they do so, their testimonies are sometimes weak and
lacking in the core information demanded by the legal system (Lamb et al.,
2008, 2011).

Emotional difficulties and resistance during the investigative
interview

The investigative interview demands a wide range of cognitive and commu-
nicative abilities from children in order for their narratives to be heard and
understood in the legal context (Lamb et al., 2008, 2011; Poole and Lamb,
1998). However, the emotional state of children may present a significant
barrier during the interview (Pipe et al., 2007). When children arrive at a fo-
rensic investigation, they are interviewed by a social worker; they do not
know about a traumatic experience that they may not have previously dis-
closed (Pipe et al., 2007). Retrieving and reporting the alleged abuse may
be experienced as a stressful event that can generate feelings of shame,
guilt, fear and uncertainty (Kuehnle and Connell, 2011).

A substantial proportion of alleged victims do not disclose abuse when they
are formally interviewed. Disclosure is affected by a variety of factors and the
relationship of the child to the suspect is of central importance (London et al.,
2005, 2007, 2008). Research shows that children face particular difficulties
reporting abuse by parental figures (e.g. Goodman-Brown et al., 2003;
Hershkowitz et al., 2005; Ussher and Dewberry, 1995; Wyatt and
Newcomb, 1990); approximately half of alleged victims deny abuse when
questioned directly (Hershkowitz et al., 2005). This tendency is stronger in
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male victims and younger children and when sexual rather than physical
abuse is suspected.

In addition to the factors that pertain to the characteristics of the child or
the child’s relationship to the suspect, researchers have suggested that
the quality of the interaction between a child and a social worker in the
course of a forensic investigation may significantly affect whether a child
discloses the suspected abuse (Pipe et al., 2007). This notion was developed
following a field study that examined the dynamics of forensic interviews in
substantiated cases of abuse that resulted in disclosure or non-disclosure
(Hershkowitz et al., 2006). This study identified the risks of creating a situ-
ation of escalating negative dynamics between a reluctant child and a social
worker, which leads to increasing reluctance on the child’s part and ends in
non-disclosure. The researchers pointed to the challenges reluctant children
pose to social workers and emphasised key failures on the part of social
workers, including intrusive questioning, unsupportiveness and premature
discussion of sensitive topics. Because the non-disclosing children in this
study showed reluctance at the beginning of the interviews, the researchers
argue that it is possible and important to identify reluctance early in the inter-
view and to adjust for it before negative dynamics develop.

Interestingly, a recent field study clearly showed that non-disclosers
expressed reluctance early in the interview by non-verbal means (Katz
et al., 2012), which provided social workers with additional cues to detect
interviewees’ reluctance. This study stresses the importance of an awareness
of children’s emotional states to allow the forensic social worker to modify an
interview according to the interviewees’ needs.

Providing non-suggestive support

The notion that the interviewer’s support can have a significant influence on a
child’s performance during the interview has been explored in several studies
(Hershkowitz, 2011). Studies focusing on the value of rapport building have
shown that good rapport may facilitate communication with children and
encourage them to affirm and describe traumatic experiences in clinical
(Morgan and Friedemann, 1988), evaluative (Powell and Lancaster, 2003)
or investigative interviews (Ruddock, 2006; Powell and Thomson, 1994;
McBride, 1996; Aldridge and Wood, 1998; Hynan, 1999). Effective rapport
building seems to decrease anxiety and distress in children, to empower
them and to increase their engagement in interviews. Therefore, rapport
building is a key factor in motivating children, particularly reluctant disclo-
sers, to talk about their abuse (e.g. Goodman et al., 1991; Hershkowitz
et al., 2006; Siegman and Reynolds, 1983).

Similarly, research on the effects of support shows that a supportive inter-
view environment can improve the accuracy of the information reported by a
child (Greenstock and Pipe, 1997; Moston, 1992) and reduce suggestibility
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(Cornah and Memon, 1996; Greenstock and Pipe, 1996, 1997). A comparison
of supportive and non-supportive interviewers in laboratory studies showed
that supportive interviewers elicited more accurate free-recall information
from pre-schoolers (Goodman et al., 1991), even when abuse-related ques-
tions were referred to the children (Davis and Bottoms, 2002). In field set-
tings, a study of child sexual abuse investigations demonstrated the positive
association between the social worker’s support and the child’s production
of forensically relevant details (Hershkowitz, 2009).

Providing non-suggestive support is a highly challenging task for inter-
viewers within the legal context due to concerns over suggestion (Malloy
and Quas, 2008). Suggestive intervention can adversely affect children’s nar-
ratives, and numerous studies have shown that suggestive intervention can
hamper communication between interviewers and children. Extreme exam-
ples documented by researchers show children completely fabricating events.
There is a consensus among researchers that putting pressure on children, or
even ‘just encouraging’ them in a specific direction (e.g. ‘When Daddy hit
you, it hurt you, right?’), is highly dangerous and should be completely
avoided, especially in interviews undertaken in the legal context. Given
this, providing support can be risky, and the line between suggestive and non-
suggestive support is easily blurred. From the few studies that have been con-
ducted on this topic, it is clear that non-suggestive support should not enforce
the expectations of any particular information from children being inter-
viewed; rather, it should be addressed in the form of free-recall prompts
(Lamb et al., 2008, 2011).

Fuelled by these findings, a field study was designed and conducted in
Israel (Katz et al., 2010) to implement and explore the effects of supportive
interviews on children’s testimonies. The main finding of this study was
that the rates of disclosure among children who were interviewed using the
support-enriched NICHD (National Institute of Child Health and Human
Development) Protocol were higher (55.1 per cent, p , 0.029) than the
rates of disclosure from children who were interviewed using the Standard
NICHD Protocol (49.9 per cent). Moreover, children interviewed with the
Revised Protocol produced their disclosures in response to open-ended invi-
tations in more than 30 per cent of cases, compared with less than 17 per cent
with the Standard Protocol. These findings are extremely important in
the forensic context, given the consensus on the reliability of children’s
free-recall narratives (Lamb et al., 2011).

The aim of this paper is to explore in depth what it is, exactly, to offer non-
suggestive support to children, alleged victims of abuse, within the legal
context. Through analysis of three investigations, the interview dynamic
will be displayed and the interview elaborations that were employed by the
social workers will be elaborated on with the aim of understanding their
effects on the children’s disclosure patterns and narratives.
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Method
Sample

The three investigations were drawn from a sample (Katz et al., 2010) of 1,424
Israeli children (728 boys and 696 girls) aged four to thirteen years (M ¼ 8.19,
SD ¼ 2.12) who were referred for investigation following suspicions of
physical (n ¼ 1,222) or sexual (n ¼ 202) abuse by a family member. Most of
the suspected perpetrators were biological parents (n ¼ 1,117), but some
were step-parents (n ¼ 113), siblings (n ¼ 64) or extended family members
(n ¼ 70). These interviews were selected because they best followed the
Revised Protocol guidelines and displayed accurate and responsible use of
the intervention techniques presented in this paper, which were employed in
response to children’s difficulties in disclosing and elaborating on alleged
abuse. Another selection criterion was the existence of evidence external to
the children’s narratives (such as a suspect’s admission to the police or a
clear medical examination pointing to a clear conclusion concerning abuse).

Seven experienced social workers trained in investigative interviewing
from all regions of Israel conducted a total of 613 interviews using the Stand-
ard NICHD Investigative Protocol and 811 interviews using the Revised
Protocol. The Standard Protocol has been mandatory in Israel since 1996,
and all interviewers were trained in its use prior to the study. It is important
to note that, in Israel, social workers are the only professionals that were
given the permission of interviewing maltreated children for the legal
process. The interviewers conducted interviews using the Standard Protocol
for eight months before being introduced to the Revised Protocol in two
day-long sessions, during which the rationale for the revisions was explained.
Interviews were then conducted using the Revised Protocol for eight months.
Throughout the study, supervision was provided to participating interviewers
by the author during monthly scheduled sessions. Supervision of Standard
Protocol interviews focused on cognitive but not socio-emotional factors,
while supervision of Revised Protocol interviews focused exclusively on
socio-emotional factors.

The NICHD Protocol

The NICHD Protocol (Lamb et al., 2008) is fully structured and covers all
phases of the investigative interview. In the introductory phase, interviewers
introduce themselves, clarify the children’s task (the need to describe experi-
enced events truthfully and in detail) and explain the ground rules and expec-
tations (i.e. the child can and should say ‘I don’t remember’, ‘I don’t know’,
‘I don’t understand’ or correct the interviewer when appropriate). The
rapport-building phase comprises two sections. The first is a structured,
open-ended section designed to encourage children to provide personally
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meaningful information. In the second section, children are prompted to de-
scribe in detail one recent event to practise the retrieval of episodic memory
and to further develop rapport between the child and the interviewer. In add-
ition to its rapport-building function, this phase of the interview is designed to
simulate both the open-ended investigative strategies and techniques used in
the substantive phase and the related patterns of interaction between inter-
viewers and children while demonstrating to the children the specific level
of detail expected of them.

In a transitional phase between the pre-substantive and substantive parts
of the interview, open-ended prompts are used to identify the target event/
s to be investigated. If the child does not disclose in response to open-ended
prompts, the interviewer proceeds to gradually narrow the prompts, referring
to available information about previous disclosures, physical marks or other
evidence as needed.

The revised NICHD Protocol

Several changes and additions were made to the NICHD Protocol (Katz et al.,
2010). To enhance the child’s trust and co-operation with the social worker,
the rapport building preceded (rather than followed) the explanation of
the ground rules and expectations, and additional guidance was provided
to interviewers with respect to building and maintaining rapport. In addition
to inviting a narrative about recent experiences during the rapport-building
phase, interviewers were encouraged to express interest in the children’s
experiences, to acknowledge the children’s feelings, to echo or explore
these feelings and to ask the children to provide more information about per-
sonally meaningful topics using free-recall invitations. The revised instruc-
tions advised interviewers to encourage children verbally and nonverbally
to describe experienced events in both the pre-substantive and substantive
portions of the interview. Positive reinforcement of the children’s efforts,
but not their specific content, was recommended. Similarly, expressions of
empathy with the children’s expressed feelings regarding the interview ex-
perience, but not past experiences, were encouraged.

The list of utterances that interviewers were advised to use when turning
the focus to possible abuse was amended to include various supportive com-
ments designed to reduce anxiety and overcome feelings of shame and guilt.
Interviewers were advised to explore difficulties the children may have
talking about their experiences and to show understanding, acceptance,
support and appreciation throughout the interview.

Ethics statement

The research was approved by the manager of the investigative interview unit
in Israel, the head of the youth department of the Israeli police, the vice
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president of the Israeli juvenile court and the chairman of the University of
Haifa’s ethics board.

It is important to note that these interventions were employed by the social
workers as part of an improvement of their intervention skills. These inter-
ventions were encouraged in the Israeli legal system in Israel, which had
been repeatedly asked by the unit handling child abuse to find a better way
to address children’s emotional difficulties during the investigation.

Case illustrations
Investigative interview number 1

A twelve-year-old girl was interviewed about alleged sexual abuse commit-
ted by her father. The girl reported spontaneously to her teacher at school:
‘I am tired. My dad is keeping me awake all night.’ When the teacher asked
about this comment in an effort to understand its meaning, the girl replied:
‘Now that I am older, I am afraid to get pregnant.’ Two days after the disclos-
ure to the teacher, a female investigative interviewer came to the girl’s school.
The girl looked guarded and did not communicate with the interviewer.

The girl provided non-verbal cues regarding her reluctance (e.g. avoiding
eye contact, not answering questions, closed body language) as well as verbal
cues (such as answering ‘I don’t know’ and ‘I don’t remember’ to the ques-
tions asked by the interviewer). The interviewer responded with supportive
rapport-building statements.

The following exchange is an example of the rapport-building phase of the
interview:

Interviewer: Tell me about things you love to do at school.

Girl: I do not know.

Interviewer: I really want to get to know you better. Tell me about anything
that makes you feel happy.

Girl: I cannot remember.

Interviewer: Thank you for trying to. Can you tell me about things that make
you feel sad at school?

Girl: Not really.

Interviewer: I understand that it is hard for you. You don’t know me, but I am
here for you, and I need your help in getting to know you better.

Girl: I love to dance.

Interviewer: Thank you for sharing this with me. Tell me more about your
love of dancing.

Girl: I love to dance ballet with my friends; this is my time out . . . .

This example emphasises the importance of basic non-suggestive support in
interviews with children. As illustrated, it was difficult for the girl to open up
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to the interviewer. The interviewer saw and echoed her difficulties (‘I under-
stand that it is hard for you. You don’t know me’), empowered her as the sole
source of information (‘I need your help in getting to know you better’) and,
when the girl co-operated, acknowledged her efforts and shared her appreci-
ation (‘Thank you for sharing this with me’).

Following the rapport-building phase, the interviewer discussed the
alleged abuse with the girl. The girl disclosed the alleged abuse to the inter-
viewer in response to the following open-ended invitation:

Interviewer: So, [girl’s name], I understand that something might have hap-
pened to you. Please tell me everything about it from the beginning to the end
as best as you can.

Girl: Yes, my dad is touching me and it hurts and I am afraid because I can get
pregnant.

From this point on, the girl provided a detailed testimony relating to several
incidents of abuse by her father. It was difficult for her and many times she
said ‘I am afraid to say that’, ‘I am ashamed’ or ‘I am embarrassed’. The inter-
viewer did not ignore the emotional difficulties the girl mentioned; instead,
she acknowledged and respected them, and she provided the girl with sup-
portive statements.

The interviewer invited the girl to talk more about her feelings: ‘You are
saying that you are afraid to say that. Tell me more about that.’

The interviewer acknowledged and legitimised the girl’s feelings: ‘You said
“I am ashamed.” I understand what you are saying. Many children feel that
when talking to me, but you can trust me, and I am the one you can share
your story with.’

At the end of the interview, the interviewer asked the girl to respond to
the following queries:

Tell me how you felt before our meeting.
Tell me how you felt during our meeting.
Tell me how you are feeling now that our meeting over.

The main aim of these invitations was to obtain mutual acknowledgement
and understanding of the significant and unique experience that just
occurred.

The girl replied as follows:

Before our meeting, I was angry at myself for disclosing to my teacher. I was
afraid. I thought to myself, why the hell did you not continue to shut up? Why
did you have to talk?

During our meeting, I understood that you care for me, you respect me and
did not push it.

Now that our meeting is over, I am afraid of what will happen next, but for the
first time I am feeling like someone really understands me, and for some
reason I am not feeling so weird like I did something wrong or something.
Now I am feeling like maybe there is hope for me.
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Investigative interview number 2

A five-year-old girl was referred to an investigative interview due to suspi-
cions that her father had sexually abused her. The suspicions were raised
due to the girl’s inappropriate sexual behaviour in nursery school (touching
her genitals obsessively). When the nursery teacher asked ‘How are you?’,
the girl responded: ‘Daddy is bothering me.’

The girl was very quiet at the beginning of the interview and did not com-
municate with the interviewer. After asking some questions, the interviewer
recognised that the girl was uncomfortable, so she invited her to draw what
was on her mind because she wanted to get to know her better. The girl
happily accepted the invitation to draw, and she drew some flowers and a
butterfly.

The interviewer said: ‘Thank you for this drawing. I am really looking
forward to getting to know you.’

Following this exchange, the girl began talking to the interviewer.
Although her verbal abilities were limited due to her young age, she revealed
some relevant forensic details regarding the abuse (‘Daddy touching my
privates . . . it hurts me’).

When itwas difficult for her tocontinueto talk or whenshe could not find the
words, she asked the interviewer if she could draw. Although there were only
scribbles on the page, the act of drawing itself was very reassuring for the girl,
and having her hands busy helped her to speak freely with the interviewer.

Investigative interview number 3

A ten-year-old boy was interviewed due to suspicions that his mother had
sexually abused him. Although he co-operated with the interviewer in the
preliminary portion of the interview and disclosed information about
himself, he completely shut down when the interviewer attempted to talk
to him about the reason he came to the interview.

The interviewer reported that, although the boy sounded confident and
verbally denied that anything had happened to him, his non-verbal behaviour
showed great stress (he pulled his hair and obsessively sucked his finger). The
interviewer asked him the following supportive question:

Interviewer: I can see that your body keeps moving. How are you feeling?

Boy: Not good.

Interviewer: I understand what you are saying to me. How can I help you?

Boy: I don’t know.

Interviewer: If there is something you wish to share with me, would you like to
write it down or to draw it?

Boy: Yes, to write it down.
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Interviewer: You are very brave for staying here with me. I am here for you,
and here is a paper and a pencil. The boy wrote: ‘My mom is touching me and I
think it is not ok.’

Interviewer: Would you like to read what you wrote or would you like me to
read it aloud?

Boy: You can read it.

After the interviewer read it, the boy was able to disclose some details about
the abuse by his mother. Although his narrative was very poor and he had dif-
ficulties retrieving events, he provided a coherent narrative about the main
abuse (‘She forced me to kiss her vagina, and she kissed mine’).

This case is another illustration of the importance of support and active lis-
tening by the interviewer. The interviewer took note of the boy’s verbal and
non-verbal signals, verbally demonstrated that she was focused on him,
allowed the boy the right to choose his method of disclosure and, through
these actions, returned to him some of the control that was taken from him
during the abusive incidents (e.g. asking how the interviewer could help,
giving the boy the choice to write or draw, giving the boy the choice to read
or have the interviewer read). Finally, by listening to the boy’s story and
not pushing, the interviewer demonstrated understanding that this was the
first time the boy had understood and disclosed the events.

The interview was a powerful experience for the boy and helped him not
only to remember the events, but, importantly, to overcome his difficulties
with disclosing and acknowledging the abuse:

After writing it down, I talked to you; I was able to tell you what happened
to me. You understood, and now I hope that I will feel better.

Discussion and practical implications

Using case studies of complicated sexual abuse accusations by children
against their parents, with variations in the children’s age (five, ten and
twelve) and gender (two girls and a boy) and in the sex of the suspected per-
petrators (two fathers and one mother), this study documents interventions
that were taken from the clinical context to the legal context, with adaptations
to ensure that the legal process would not be contaminated. This study pre-
sents a salient practice for social workers across child welfare and legal
systems that clearly puts the focus on the best interests of the child.

Because our society provides children with the right to be heard in the legal
process, it is our responsibility to provide them with interventions that are not
only developmentally appropriate, but also emotionally modified. The inter-
ventions presented in this study put the focus not only on the children’s testi-
monies and their place in the legal context, but also on the children’s
experiences during these investigations and the social worker’s obligation
to not only obtain clear, accurate testimony rich in forensically relevant
details, but also to notice and address the children’s well-being. As expected
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based on findings from previous studies (Pipe et al., 2007), the children in the
current study were reluctant to disclose the suspected abuse. They signalled
their resistance to the interviewers with verbal and non-verbal cues. One of
the greatest challenges for practitioners working with children is to detect
their resistance. In the forensic context, this challenge is even greater
given, that the forensic investigation is the first and usually only meeting
with the children. For this reason, training social workers and other profes-
sionals in resistance and its indicators is highly important and can promote
their understanding of children’s difficulties and help them to modify their
interview methods according to individual children’s needs (Pipe et al.,
2007; Lamb et al., 2011).

Training social workers in the forensic context is a challenging task
(Stewart et al., 2011). The current paper addresses another area with which
social workers should become familiar (children’s emotional states and indi-
cators of resistance) in addition to gaining practical knowledge of children’s
development and good practices. It is well documented (Malloy et al., 2011)
that theoretical knowledge alone does not make a difference in practitioners’
practical interventions. Therefore, practical guidelines are extremely import-
ant. In the current study, all interviews followed the practical guidelines of the
Revised NICHD Protocol; however, providing non-suggestive emotional
support is a complicated task.

Providing children with support in the clinical context is important and
relatively harmless, but including this support in the forensic context is diffi-
cult due to the risk of contaminating the legal process. The legal system
demands reliable testimony from children. This is why social workers’ inter-
ventions during investigations are being explored in court (Lamb et al., 2011)
and why many practitioners are especially careful when approaching chil-
dren, often choosing to ignore their emotional state during the investigation
(Hershkowitz et al., 2006). During the training process in the current study,
the social workers expressed their concerns with respect to support. Many
of them were reluctant to employ these interventions, and the training
process was highly demanding. However, after emotional work and intensive
training on suggestive versus non-suggestive support, the interviewers felt
more comfortable in employing these interventions.

As this paper discussed only three interviews and their effects on the chil-
dren’s disclosure patterns and narratives, it is important to stress that the
effects of non-suggestive support cannot be generalised from this study alone.
Future studies should seek to gain a better understandingof how these interven-
tions impact children’s testimony, as well as their well-being following an inves-
tigation. The potential of these interventions on children’s well-being can be
explained as giving them the opportunity to play an active role during an inves-
tigation (by drawing or writing). Providing them with the right to choose may
return some control to these children, whose control was taken from them
through the abuse (Dewey, 1963, 1980). Previous qualitative studies (Westcott
and Davies, 1996) have demonstrated this result in children’s narratives
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following investigative interviews. The interviewed children stressed the im-
portance of feeling that the interviewer believed them and the importance of
receiving support and active listening from the interviewer.

It is important tonotethat,althoughthispaperaddresses thepotentialofnon-
suggestive support on children’s disclosure patterns and narratives within the
legal context, we should consider the conclusions carefully given the limitations
of the study. In addition to the need to further explore the impact of these inter-
ventions on children’s testimony and well-being, it is also important to assess
whether these interventions affect the legal outcomes for these investigations.

The interventions illustrated in this study strongly emphasise the import-
ant role that social workers have when interviewing maltreated children
within the legal context. Interviewing children within the legal context
demands that the professionals carefully strike a balance between producing
rich, accurate and clear testimonies and keeping the best interest of the chil-
dren. Moreover, putting the focus on providing non-suggestive support to
maltreated children during the legal process declares that two outcomes
are influential: one is promoting justice and the other is generating the chil-
dren’s recovery process.

Providing maltreated children with modified interventions based on their in-
dividual developmental and emotional states is relevant not only to social
workers within the legal context, but also to social workers in the clinical
context and in the child welfare system. The experience presented in this
study should be applied in these other contexts, while retaining the use of prac-
tical guidelines for social workers and suitable training and, above all, providing
children with modified interventions that are focused on their best interests.
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