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Support and Reluctance in the Pre-substantive

Phase of Alleged Child Abuse Victim Investigative
Interviews: Revised versus Standard NICHD
Protocols

Elizabeth C. Ahern*’T, Irit Hershkowitzi, Michael E. Lamb?®,
Uri Blasbalg® and Alice Winstanley®

Children’s unwillingness to report abuse places them at risk for re-victimization, and
interviewers who do not respond sensitively to that unwillingness may increase the like-
lihood that victims will not disclose abuse. Interviewer support and children’s reluc-
tance were examined on a turn-by-turn basis using sequential analyses in 199 forensic
interviews of 3- to 13-year-olds who alleged maltreatment. Half of the children were
interviewed using the Revised Protocol that emphasized rapport-building (RP), the
others using the Standard National Institute of Child Health and Human Development
Protocol (SP?). When using the RP, interviewers provided proportionally more support
than when using the SP, but even when using the RP they did not specifically provide
support when children expressed reluctance. The RP promoted immediate cooperation
when reluctant utterances were met with support, however, suggesting that supportive
statements were valuable. The findings enhance our understanding of children’s will-
ingness to participate in investigative interviews and the means through which inter-
viewers can foster the comfort and well-being of young witnesses. Copyright © 2014
John Wiley & Sons, Ltd.

Children’s feelings of embarrassment or fear and their desire to protect people they love
could make them reluctant to disclose maltreatment (Berliner & Conte, 1990; Sas &
Cunningham, 1995), especially when they were abused by caretakers (London, Bruck,
Ceci, & Shuman, 2005; Lyon, 2002; Paine & Hansen, 2002). Interviewers’ support
may be particularly critical in helping such children to overcome their anxiety and dis-
comfort in forensic settings (Hershkowitz, Orbach, Lamb, Sternberg, & Horowitz,
2006). The National Institute of Child Health and Human Development (NICHD)
Protocol is the most widely researched child interviewing guideline (Lamb, Orbach,
Hershkowitz, Esplin, & Horowitz, 2007). Although the NICHD Protocol maximizes
the amount of reliable information children report in interviews (Lamb, Hershkowitz,
Orbach, & Esplin, 2008), many children exhibit reluctance when interviewed
(Hershkowitz er al., 2006). The NICHD Protocol includes a structured rapport-
building phase but it emphasizes cognitive factors associated with children’s memory
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retrieval (Hershkowitz, Lamb, Katz, & Malloy, 2013) rather than socio-emotional fac-
tors associated with children’s reluctance. Researchers have thus begun to test modifi-
cations to the NICHD Protocol, including interventions designed to facilitate
children’s emotional comfort and their motivation to cooperate with interviewers
(Hershkowitz ez al., 2013; Hershkowitz, Lamb, & Katz, 2014). The current study com-
pared the Standard NICHD Protocol (SP) with a socio-emotion-based revision in or-
der to examine the sensitivity of interviewers’ responses to children’s reluctant
utterances and the momentary effects of interviewer support, in response to children’s
reluctance, on children’s responsiveness.

Children’s Unwillingness to Report Abuse

Alleged child abuse victims often do not disclose maltreatment when formally
interviewed (Hershkowitz, Horowitz, & Lamb, 2005). The likelihood of disclosure is
affected by a variety of factors, among which the relationship between suspects and
children is especially important (London ez al., 2005). Motivational factors make more
than a third of suspected victims, and unknown numbers of unidentified victims, reluc-
tant to disclose abuse (Hershkowitz ez al., 2005). Adults participating in retrospective
surveys reported several reasons for not disclosing abuse when they were children
(Anderson, Martin, Mullen, Romans, & Herbison, 1993; Fleming, Mullen, & Bammer,
1997), including embarrassment and shame, as well as expectations of being blamed,
disbelieved or failing to elicit help. They also reported not wanting to upset others,
protecting abusers, and/or fearing abusers (Anderson ez al., 1993). Children involved
in child maltreatment investigations reveal similar concerns, including fear of offenders
(Sas & Cunningham, 1995), physical harm, negative emotions, and concerns over legal
consequences to suspects (Malloy, Brubacher, & LLamb, 2011).

Benefits of Rapport Building

Several researchers have shown the importance of rapport-building and emotional support
when interviewing uncooperative suspected child abuse victims (Goodman & Bottoms,
1993; Hynan, 1999; McBride, 1996; Powell & Thomson, 1994; Ruddock, 2006) as a
means to increase children’s engagement and feelings of empowerment while decreasing
anxiety and distress during the investigative interview (e.g., Siegman & Reynolds, 1983).

Laboratory research has shown that non-suggestive support increases children’s accu-
racy (Greenstock & Pipe, 1997, exp. 2; Moston, 1992), enhances their resistance to mis-
leading questions (Carter, Bottoms, & Levine, 1996; Davis & Bottoms, 2002; Imhoff &
Baker-Ward, 1999), and reduces their suggestibility (Cornah & Memon, 1996;
Greenstock & Pipe, 1996, 1997, exp.1; Quas, Wallin, Papini, Lench, & Scullin, 2005).
Field studies to date have shown that children’s cooperation can be established when they
are invited to share personally meaningful information during the pre-substantive phase of
the interview (Hershkowitz, 2009; Roberts, LLamb, & Sternberg, 2004; Sternberg ez al.,
1997) and when interviewers encourage children to talk (Teoh & Lamb, 2010).

Interviewers Should (but Don’t) Respond to Reluctance with Support

Children’s emotional discomfort and unwillingness to disclose abuse may result in un-
cooperative behavior during investigative interviews to which interviewers should
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respond sensitively. Field research has shown that interviewer support increases the
likelihood that abused children will disclose (Hershkowitz ez al., 2006) and the amount
of information they provide (Hershkowitz, 2009; Ruddock, 2006). However, when
speaking to reluctant children, interviewers provided fewer supportive comments and
more coercion than when speaking to non-reluctant children, which increased chil-
dren’s reluctance rather than cooperativeness (Hershkowitz er al., 2006). The inter-
viewers’ insensitive responses neglected children’s emotional needs and tended to
prompt abbreviated accounts. Thus, researchers recommended that interviewers
should be more, rather than less, supportive of uncooperative children (Herhskowitz
et al., 2006).

Revised Protocol (RP) Study

Given the substantial evidence that support is beneficial and that interviewers struggle
to respond supportively to children’s reluctance, the RP was designed to increase chil-
dren’s emotional comfort during investigative interviews (Hershkowitz er al, 2013,
2014). Specifically, the RP included a friendlier version of the pre-substantive phase
and provided guidance for interviewers to use non-suggestively supportive comments,
especially in response to reluctant displays (see the Method section for details).

A comparison of the RP and the SP (Hershkowitz er al., 2013) revealed that, during
the pre-substantive phase, the R was associated with increased support and decreased
reluctance. However, support and reluctance were only measured at an aggregate level,
as was the case in other studies examining support in forensic interviews (Hershkowitz,
2009; Hershkowitz, Orbach, Lamb, Sternberg, & Horowitz, 2002; Hershkowitz er al.,
2006). Because proportionally more support and less reluctance was provided in RP
than in SP interviews, we sought to examine, at a turn-by-turn level, how sensitively in-
terviewers responded to children’s displays of reluctance and the immediate effects of
supportive comments on children’s cooperation.

Thus, in the present study, we identified conversational turns in which reluctance
was exhibited in order to examine 1) the likelihood that they would be followed by im-
mediate support from interviewers and 2) whether that support affected the children’s
behavior in the next conversational turn.

Importance of Examining the Pre-substantive Phase

The present study focused on the pre-substantive phase for several reasons. For one,
the RP increased aggregate levels of support during the pre-substantive phase of the in-
terview, making it the appropriate section of the interview to examine in this sample
(Hershkowitz et al., 2013). In addition, because the goal of the pre-substantive phase
is to be supportive (Lamb ez al., 2008), interviewers should be especially invested in
making efforts to establish rapport during this portion of the interview. Moreover, be-
cause the pre-substantive phase focuses on non-allegation topics, interviewers face
minimal risk in providing support that could be construed as suggestive of abuse. Thus,
interviewers should feel more comfortable providing support during this period. The
provision of support during the pre-substantive phase of the interview can prevent
uncooperativeness during later stages in the interview when children are asked to speak
about alleged abuse (Hershkowitz er al., 2006, 2013; Katz et al., 2012), making it crit-
ical that interviewers provide support early in their interactions with child witnesses.
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Lastly, the fact that non-disclosing children suspected of being abused appear
uncooperative in the pre-substantive phase (Katz et al., 2012; Orbach, Shiloach, &
Lamb, 2007) highlights the opportunities that interviewers have to respond to reluctance
with support early in the interview.

Current Study

This is the first study to examine patterns of support and reluctance on a turn-by-turn
basis using lag sequential analyses, comparing the same RP and SP interviews previously
studied by Hershkowitz er al. (2013). Lag sequential analyses were used to provide a
unique insight into how and when supportive comments were helpful in child—
interviewer dyadic exchanges. Specifically, we examined whether interviewers immedi-
ately responded sensitively to children’s reluctant utterances with support, whether that
provision of support promoted children’s subsequent cooperation, and whether these
effects were more apparent in the RP than in the SP. All children were suspected of hav-
ing been abused by family members, and were thus expected to be somewhat uncooper-
ative. We predicted that, in the RP condition as opposed to the SP condition:

* Interviewers would respond with support to reluctant utterances (as opposed to
non-reluctant utterances) proportionately more often.

* Given a reluctant utterance, the effect of support (vs. no support) would increase the
proportion of subsequent responses that were non-reluctant.

METHOD

Seven experienced child interviewers from all regions of Israel conducted a total of 613
interviews using the SP and 811 interviews using the RP with suspected victims of child
abuse by family members over a 16-month period. The SP had been mandatory since
1996 and all interviewers had been trained to use it before the study started. The inter-
viewers continued conducting interviews using the SP for 8 months before they were in-
troduced to the RP in a 2-day-long session during which the RP was explained and the
new strategies were described and practiced via role-playing exercises. The interviewers
then conducted interviews using the RP for 8 months. Throughout the study, group
and individual supervision was provided to participating interviewers by two researchers
in monthly scheduled sessions. Whereas supervision on SP interviews focused on the cog-
nitive factors emphasized by this protocol (e.g., the construction of open-ended questions
and the use of retrieval cues), supervision on RP interviews focused exclusively on socio-
emotional factors (e.g., rapport-building and emotional support).

Out of 1424 interviews, 200 (100 SP, 100 RP) of children who made allegations
when interviewed were selected and matched across protocol with respect to the chil-
dren’s ages and gender, the type of suspected abuse, and the specific relationships be-
tween suspects and victims. No other inclusion criteria were employed. One RP
interview was excluded from the sample because the child simply confirmed but did
not describe the abuse. The children (N =199; 89 boys and 110 girls) were 3—13 years
of age (M =8.28, SD =2.66) and all alleged physical (z =154) or sexual (n =45)
abuse by family members: parents (n =173), siblings (n =10), or other family
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members (z =16). No group differences were evident with respect to age, gender,
abuse type, or suspect identity.

All allegations made in the interviews were deemed highly credible by the investigators
but not all were substantiated. However, 131 of the 199 allegations (65.8%) were substan-
tiated, and there were similar rates of substantiation in the RP and SP groups. Substanti-
ation of the allegations included: external evidence (suspect admissions, eyewitness
testimony, medical evidence, and/or material evidence) (n =45, 34.4%); CPS substantia-
tion of child abuse (n =42, 32.1%); siblings’ reports in formal interview contexts indicat-
ing that the children in our study had been abused (2 =11, 8.4%); and victims’ disclosures
to disinterested figures or professionals prior to the investigation (7 =33, 25.2%). In 80
cases (61.1%), there was one type of substantiation, in 48 cases (36.6%) there were two
types, and in three cases (2.3%), there were three.

The NICHD Investigative Interview Protocol

The NICHD Protocol (Lamb ez al., 2008) is fully structured, covering all phases of the
investigative interview. In the introductory phase, interviewers introduce themselves,
clarify the children’s task (i.e., the need to describe experienced events truthfully and
in detail), and explain the ground rules and expectations (i.e., that children can and
should say, “I don’t remember,” “I don’t know,” “I don’t understand,” or correct
the interviewers when appropriate). The rapport-building phase comprises two sec-
tions. The first is a structured open-ended section designed to encourage children to
provide personally meaningful information (e.g., “what they like to do”). In the second
section, children are prompted to describe in detail at least one recently experienced
event in order to further develop rapport between children and interviewers and to fa-
miliarize children with the level of detail expected of them. In addition to its rapport-
building function, this phase of the interview is designed to simulate both the open-
ended investigative strategies and the retrieval of episodic memory that will take place
in the substantive phase.

The Revised NICHD Investigative Interview Protocol

Changes were made to the rapport-building component of the SP for the purposes of
the current study. First, to enhance children’s emotional comfort, trust, and coopera-
tion, the rapport-building preceded (rather than followed) explanation of the ground
rules and expectations. Secondly, interviewers were trained to use non-suggestively
supportive comments, which included expressions of interest in the children’s
experiences (“I really want to know you better”), using the children’s names, echoing
children’s feelings (“You say you were [sad/angry/the feeling mentioned]), acknowl-
edging such feelings (“I see/ I understand what you’re saying”) or exploring them
(“Tell me more about [the feeling]”), positively reinforcing the children’s efforts
(“Thank you for letting me listen” or “You’re really helping me understand”) but
not what they said, and expressing empathy about the interview experience (“I know
[it is a long interview/there are many questions/other difficulties the child expressed]”).
Thirdly, interviewers were encouraged to use supportive comments in response to in-
stances of children’s reluctance specifically.

Copyright © 2014 John Wiley & Sons, Ltd. Behav. Sci. Law 32: 762-774 (2014)
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Data Coding

Interview videos were transcribed and checked to ensure completeness and accuracy.
Interviewer support was coded for each conversational turn. Support included address-
ing children by name, acknowledging children’s feelings (“You said you were annoyed.
Tell me more about being annoyed.’), reinforcing children’s efforts during the inter-
view (“You are helping me understand’), and/or empathizing about the interview expe-
rience (“I know it is a long interview”). The variable “support” was the sum of all the
types of support displayed during each conversational turn.

Child reluctance was also coded for each conversational turn. Reluctant responses
included omissions (“no answer”, “don’t remember,” “unsure”), resistance (“You
ask too many questions”, “don’t want/can’t tell”, “I’ll answer only this last question™),
and denials (“nothing happened™). The variable “reluctance” was the sum of all the
types of reluctance displayed during each conversational turn.

Two coders were trained on an independent set of transcripts until they achieved at
least 90% agreement before coding the transcripts. To ensure reliability throughout the
course of coding, 20% of the transcripts were independently coded by both coders and
subjected to periodic checks to ensure that the same (or better) level of reliability was
evident. Coders were blind to protocol condition.

ANALYTIC PLAN

The data were prepared so each conversational turn contained a dichotomous score for
the presence of support and another dichotomous score for the presence of reluctance.
Specifically, turns containing at least one instance of support were coded as supportive
(1) and turns without support were coded as non-supportive (0). Turns containing at
least one instance of reluctance were coded as reluctant (1) and turns without reluc-
tance were coded as non-reluctant (0).

Data were analyzed using the Generalized Sequential Querier program in order to
assess support and reluctance on a turn-by-turn basis (GSEQ version 4.2.0; Bakeman
& Quera, 2011). Sequential analysis describes how, in the flow of exchanges in an in-
teraction, some behaviors are temporally related. Typically, a sequential research ques-
tion asks which behavior (the given) is more likely to have come before another
behavior (the target) of interest (Bakeman & Quera, 2011).

In the first layer of analyses, support was the target, and reluctant (vs. non-reluctant)
utterances were the givens. That is, the focus was on what preceded the onset of sup-
port. Thus, chains of reluctance followed by support and chains of non-reluctance
followed by support were identified to compute the dependent variables. In another
layer of analyses, children’s non-reluctant utterances were the targets, and child reluc-
tance followed by support (vs. no support) were the givens. Thus, chains of reluctance
followed by support followed by non-reluctance and chains of reluctance followed by
no support followed by non-reluctance were identified. Lag-sequential analysis was
used to test the hypotheses described earlier (Bakeman & Gottman, 1997). Conditional
and transitional probabilities (the proportion of occurrences of a particular target at lag
1, relative to the proportion of a specified given at lag 0) were calculated for planned
analyses of variance (ANOVAs).
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The numbers of relevant conversational turns were converted into proportions to
control for variations in the absolute number of conversational turns. Mean proportion
scores were normally distributed as shown by measures of skewness and kurtosis.

Did Reluctant Utterances Elicit Support More Often in RP than in SP?
interviews?

The average numbers and percentages of conversational turns containing reluctance
and support are shown in Table 1. All instances of interviewer support were examined
to assess interviewer sensitivity to reluctant as opposed to non-reluctant child utter-
ances. We hypothesized that reluctant utterances would be followed by support to a
greater extent than non-reluctant responses would be, and that support would be of-
fered in the RP more often than in the SP.

A mixed-model Analysis of Variance (ANOVA) was conducted to compare effects
due to protocol on interviewer responses to child reluctance (Table 2). Child utterance
(reluctant, not reluctant) was entered as the within-subjects factor with protocol (SP, RP)
and age group (younger, 3.02- to 8.07-year-olds [M =6.09, SD =1.33]; older, 8.08- to
13.30-year-olds [M =10.55, SD =1.57]) entered as between-subjects factors. The
dependent variable was the average proportion of child utterances followed by support.
Nineteen cases involved no reluctant utterances during the pre-substantive phase and
were excluded from the analyses (SP, n =6; RP, » =13). Only a main effect due to protocol
emerged [F(1, 175) =13.56, p <0.001, nf, =0.07], showing that, when using the RP, the
interviewers provided proportionally more support (M =0.27, SD =0.12) than when
using the SP (M =0.20, SD =0.12), regardless of whether the interviewer was responding
to reluctant or non-reluctant child utterances. However, interviewers did not respond
selectively to reluctant as opposed to non-reluctant utterances, and this was demonstrated
further by Yule’s Q for SP and RP (M =0.40, SD =0.50 and M =0.42, SD =0.43,
respectively). Yule’s Q is a measure of effect size that indicates how commonly a given
behavior preceded the target rather than non-target behaviors and can range from —1 to 1.

Table 1. Number and percentage of reluctant and supportive turns in the pre-substantive phase

Revised Standard Mean
Mean (SD) Mean (SD) Mean (SD)
Number of turns 24.02 (9.48) 24.06 (7.90) 24.04 (8.70)
Number of reluctant turns 5.31 (5.57) 6.86 (6.20) 6.09 (5.93)
Percentage of reluctant turns 0.20 (0.15) 0.27 (0.17) 0.23 (0.16)
Number of supportive turns 6.01 (3.10) 4.75 (2.96) 5.37 (3.09)
Percentage of supportive turns 0.27 (0.12) 0.20 (0.12) 0.23 (0.13)

Table 2. Probabilities that interviewers responded to reluctance and non-reluctance with support

Revised Standard Mean
Mean (SD) Mean (SD) Mean (SD)
Age Reluctant Non-reluctant Reluctant Non-reluctant Reluctant Non-reluctant

Young  0.23 (0.25) 0.29 (0.13) 0.29 (0.13) 0.23 (0.12) 0.25 (0.14) 0.21 (0.2)
old 0.29 (0.32) 0.27 (0.14) 0.27 (0.14) 0.18 (0.12) 0.23 (0.13) 0.22 (0.27)
Mean  0.26 (0.28) 0.28 (0.14) 0.28 (0.14) 0.20 (0.12) 0.24 (0.14) 0.21 (0.24)
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Table 3. Probabilities that children responded to support or no support with non-reluctance by procedure

by age
Revised Standard Mean
Mean (SD) Mean (SD) Mean (SD)
Age Support No support Support No support Support No support
Young 0.72 (0.39) 0.49 (0.23) 0.75 (0.33) 0.66 (0.27) 0.74 (0.36) 0.58 (0.26)
Old 0.73 (0.40) 0.58 (0.34) 0.58 (0.39) 0.64 (0.26) 0.64 (0.40) 0.62 (0.29)
Mean 0.73 (0.39) 0.53 (0.29) 0.65 (0.37) 0.65 (0.26) 0.68 (0.38) 0.60 (0.28)

Given a Reluctant Utterance, Did Support (Rather than Non-support)
Affect Children’s Subsequent Non-reluctance?

We hypothesized that, when reluctance was followed by support, it was more likely to
be followed by non-reluctance than when reluctance was followed by no support and
that this effect would be especially apparent in RP interviews.

A mixed-model ANOVA was conducted to assess differences between interview
protocols on the effects of support on children’s subsequent non-reluctance (Table 3).
Support (support, no support) following a child’s reluctant utterance was entered as the
within-subjects factor, with protocol (SP, RP) and age group (young, old) entered as
between-subjects factors. The dependent variable was the average proportion of subse-
quent turns on which children provided non-reluctant utterances.

A main effect emerged for support [F(1, 97) =5.18, p =0.03, ,=0.05]. Children pro-
vided proportionally more non-reluctant utterances in response to support (M =0.68,
SD =0.38) than to no support (M =0.60, SD =0.28). Support interacted with protocol
[F(1, 97) =3.87, p =0.05, ’73 =0.04]. To investigate the predicted interaction, ANOVAs
were conducted for each protocol, with support entered as the repeated subjects factor.
An effect due to support emerged for the RP [F(1, 41) =6.15, p =0.02, 5, =0.13], with
children in the RP providing proportionally more non-reluctant utterances in response
to support (M =0.73, SD =0.39) than in response to no support (M =0.53, SD =0.29).
However, no effect due to support emerged for the SP [F(1, 58) =0.002, p=.97, nf, =0],
as children responded to support (M =0.65, SD =0.37) and no support (M =0.65,
SD =0.26) with similar rates of non-reluctance. No effects due to age emerged. Yule’s Q
was significantly greater than 0 for the RP (M =0.42, SD =0.82) [¢(37) =3.13, p <.05],
so non-reluctance was more likely to have been preceded by reluctance—support than
reluctance—no support in the RP condition. Yule’s Q was not significantly greater than
0 for the SP (M =0.03, SD =0.83) [¢(47) =0.29, p =0.77].

DISCUSSION

The purpose of this study was to examine the momentary effects of interviewer support
on children’s reluctance when alleging abuse, as well as any differences in those effects
attributable to the specific interview protocol being employed. Analyses focused on the
pre-substantive phase, because non-disclosing children exhibit reluctance during this
phase (Katz er al.,, 2012; Orbach et al., 2007) to which interviewers’ supportive
responses are especially critical to ensure children’s comfort and participation
(Hershkowitz ez al., 2006; Katz e al., 2012). We expected the effects of support to be

Copyright © 2014 John Wiley & Sons, Ltd. Behav. Sci. Law 32: 762-774 (2014)
DOI: 10.1002/bsl



770 E. C. Ahern et al.

especially marked when the RP was being used. This was the first study to examine pat-
terns of support and reluctance on a turn-by-turn basis in investigative interviews of
children alleging maltreatment.

Protocol Effects

Contrary to our first prediction, children’s reluctant utterances were not followed by
interviewer support more often in RP than in SP interviews. Although higher percent-
ages of support were provided in RP than in SP interviews, RP support was not specif-
ically attuned to reluctance. The results thus suggested that, although interviewer
training had some effects on interviewer behavior (i.e., the interviewers complied
with recommendations to provide more support generally), the effects were non-specific
(i.e., the interviewers did not provide support immediately and selectively in response to
reluctant utterances).

In accordance with our second prediction, reluctance that was followed by support
was more likely to promote non-reluctant behavior than was reluctance followed by
no support, although only for children interviewed using the RP. Thus, the provision
of support during RP interviews appeared to facilitate cooperation, but the provision
of no support in the RP interviews appeared to decrease children’s subsequent cooper-
ation, which suggests possible negative effects.

Why Didn’t Interviewers Immediately Respond to Reluctance with
Support?

Interviewers’ failure to respond to reluctance with immediate support may have
prevented them from promoting children’s cooperation. It is possible that interviewers
did not have sufficient opportunities to practice responding to reluctance because re-
luctant utterances comprised a relatively small portion of the total number of utterances
in the pre-substantive portions of these interviews (23%). In addition, interviewers
might not have perceived children’s omissions (e.g., “I don’t know”’) as indices of re-
luctance but as factual statements that did not require supportive responses. Prior re-
search also shows that interviewers tend to respond to children’s uncooperativeness
negatively, rather than supportively (Hershkowitz et al., 2006). Thus, interviewers
may find it difficult, even when trained to be supportive, to behave accordingly when
faced with uncooperativeness.

Use of Support in Investigative Interviews

Benefits of support in investigative interviews of cases with strong suspicions of abuse
include increasing the likelihood of abuse disclosure (Hershkowitz er al., 20006,
2014). Previous research on the RP shows its aggregate effects on reducing reluctance
and that, in turn, decreased reluctance was associated with increases in the number of
forensic details reported (Hershkowitz ez al., 2013, 2014). In the present study, the fact
that support provided in response to reluctant utterances promoted children’s cooper-
ation in the RP highlights the localized effects of supportive comments that meet chil-
dren’s reluctance without delay.

At a more global level, it is likely that the generally supportive environment reduced
the children’s anxiety, while increasing their confidence and sense of self-efficacy,
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thereby facilitating their cooperativeness (Bottoms, Quas, & Davis, 2007). The friend-
lier, more casual, structure of the RP, with rapport-building occurring before ground
rules and the provision of more support overall, appeared to help children in the RP be-
come more responsive to support at the outset of the interview, allowing for better co-
operation and communication between interviewers and children altogether.

However, children were less likely to be non-reluctant following no support than
support in the RP. These negative effects might indicate that children in the RP had
come to expect support, and thus became less responsive when not provided with sup-
port. In addition, because the RP is associated with slightly higher rates of disclosure
than the SP (Hershkowitz ez al., 2014), the RP condition may have contained some ad-
ditional children who would otherwise have not disclosed, thus making a small portion
of the children in the RP sample especially reluctant.

Limitations and Future Directions

To address the difficulty some interviewers had responding to reluctance with support,
a more elaborated protocol on how and when to react to children’s reluctance might be
necessary. In particular, recommendations might be developed based on reluctant ut-
terance type, an appropriate fit between reluctant utterance type and supportive com-
ment, and the phase of the interview. In cases where children do not disclose despite
strong suspicions of abuse, it may sometimes be appropriate to continue building rap-
port in a follow-up interview session (Carnes, Nelson-Gardell, Wilson, & Orgassa,
2001; Faller, Cordisco-Steele, & Nelson-Gardell, 2010; Faller & Nelson-Gardell,
2010), although it is important that the process be non-suggestive (and see later).

Understanding interviewers’ immediate reactions to children’s uncooperativeness
may also be key in formulating interviewer training. Future lines of research might in-
vestigate interviewers’ emotional reactions (e.g., frustration) and the techniques they
use to decrease their own displays of negative affect and increase empathy. If inter-
viewer frustration is tied to lack of support in response to reluctance, interviewer train-
ing might include relaxation techniques, the use of breaks to reduce frustration, and the
use of written examples of reluctant utterances (e.g., “I want to go,” “I don’t know,”
“Nothing™) and supportive statements (e.g., “It is OK,” “You are doing well”) to re-
mind and guide them in the interview room.

Future work might also examine the effects of different supportive statements on
children’s reluctance. In the present study, instances of support included referencing
the child in a personal way (e.g., using the child’s name or terms of endearment), which
suggests that it may not take much for interviewers to increase children’s cooperative-
ness early in the interview. However, more explicit statements of support (e.g., inqui-
ries into children’s emotional states, expressions of empathy, explicit reassurances)
may be especially effective in securing rapport and continued cooperation when the in-
terview transitions from neutral topics into the substantive phase. Moreover, despite
the fact that support in the present study was equally effective for younger and older
children, certain forms of support might be especially beneficial for children at different
ages (Hershkowitz, 2009; Saywitz, Goodman, Nicholas, & Moan, 1991) and this pos-
sibility should be explored. Although the present study examined the effects of support
at the micro-level, the sample sizes for such analyses decreased and the cumulative ef-
fects of support were not considered.
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Future research should investigate other modifications to the rapport-building phase
of investigative interviews. In the present study, it was unclear which component(s) of
the RP enhanced the efficacy of support on subsequent responding. Modifying the con-
tent of the episodic memory training section of the pre-substantive phase to include
emotional events rather than neutral events might enhance trust and cooperation be-
tween children and interviewers (Sharpley, Fairnie, Tabary-Collins, Bates, & Lee,
2000). Specifically, reporting emotional events during the pre-substantive phase could
increase children’s comfort in disclosing other emotional events, including abuse. This
may be because children gain increased confidence about reporting upsetting informa-
tion during the pre-substantive phase (Ahern & Lyon, 2013).

Although the present study showed that support had positive effects on children’s re-
sponsiveness, such findings may be limited to children who are eventually willing to
disclose abuse. Children who ultimately do not disclose abuse may respond differently
to support, perhaps requiring explicitly supportive statements or interview sessions ex-
clusively devoted to the establishment of rapport. Thus, future work might examine
both disclosing and non-disclosing children.

Child victims and child offenders may be reluctant to disclose for different reasons
although they both may be responsive to empathic and supportive interviewing inter-
ventions. In turn, future work might investigate revisions to the existing Suspect Inter-
view Protocol (Hershkowitz, Horowitz, Lamb, Orbach, & Sternberg, 2004) to include
supportive components.

The findings highlight the utility of supportive comments designed to manage chil-
dren’s reluctance while demonstrating the difficulties that interviewers have in
responding to reluctance with targeted support. Future studies on the use of support
in child investigative interviews are critical to enhancing our understanding of chil-
dren’s willingness to disclose maltreatment, and of effective ways of managing such re-
luctance, to ensure children’s safety.
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