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GENERAL ABSTRACT 

 

Srivatsav, M. (2019). Determinants of Guilty Suspects’ Behavior in Investigative 

Interviews: Influence of Evidence-Disclosure Tactics and Question Content. Department 

of Psychology, University of Portsmouth 

 

Research in the Strategic Use of Evidence (SUE) paradigm has shown that guilty suspect’s 

verbal behavior is a product of the counter-interrogation strategies suspects employ based 

on the prior knowledge they believe interviewers hold about their crime-related activities. 

This thesis proposes a broader understanding of these constructs that influence guilty 

suspects’ behavior. Study I-a (N= 140) tested four SUE-based interviewing tactics to 

influence counter-interrogation strategies and elicit statement-evidence inconsistencies. A 

mock crime paradigm was used consisting of three activities as part of a single crime 

carried out by mock-suspects. Evidence-disclosure tactics were manipulated as Early 

Disclosure (early in the interview), Strategic Disclosure (late disclosure based on suspect’s 

statement), Non-Disclosure (evidence was not disclosed throughout the interview) and 

Direct Questioning (a question only about the critical aspect of the crime asked without 

evidence disclosure). No differences were found between the conditions in the predicted 

direction. On further analysis, it was found that suspects used forthcoming strategies and 

stayed close to the truth about non-critical (less incriminating) activities of the crime but 

used avoidance or denial strategies regarding the critical aspect (highly incriminating) of 

the crime irrespective of the interview condition. As a follow-up, Study I-b (N=216) was 

designed to test if this finding would be replicated. The mock crime with four activities 

was manipulated so that it consisted of two less critical (non-incriminating) activities and 

two very critical (highly incriminating) activities. Three interview conditions from study I-

a were used, namely: Early Disclosure, Strategic Disclosure and Non-Disclosure. As 

predicted, it was found that suspects stayed close to the truth with non-incriminating 

activities of the crime but used avoidant and denial strategies regarding the incriminating 

activities. In Study II (N=370) question content factors influencing guilty suspects’ 

Perceived Interviewer Knowledge (PIK) were tested. Three factors were tested: Topic 

Discussion (whether a specific crime-related activity was discussed in the interview), 

Level of Specificity (the amount and type of crime-related details within questions), and 

Stressor (emphasis on crime-related details in the questions). Based on psycholinguistic 

theories, it was predicted that Topic Discussion and higher amount of specific correct 

crime related details would increase PIK. Additionally, it was predicted that incorrect 

details and stressors would reduce PIK. However, there was only support for predictions 

regarding Topic Discussion. Finally, Study III (N=232) was developed based on the 

theory and findings of Study II. Topic Discussion, Level of Specificity (modified from 

Study II) and a new factor- Level of Suspicion were tested. It was predicted and found that 

Topic Discussion increased PIK as observed in Study II. It was also predicted that high 

Level of Suspicion in questions would increase PIK, but there was no support for this 

prediction. However, there was partial support for the predictions regarding Level of 

Specificity in that, high specificity questions induced higher PIK when the topic was 

discussed. Overall, the findings shed light on the complex nature of guilty suspects’ 

cognitive processes also provide a nuanced understanding of the perceived interviewer 

knowledge construct that is critical to the behavioral outcome of suspects.  

 

Keywords: police interviews, investigative interviewing, strategic use of evidence, counter-

interrogation strategies, investigative question content  
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CHAPTER 1: GENERAL INTRODUCTION 

 

One of the main intentions of conducting suspect interviews is to collect relevant 

and critical crime-related information (Roberts, 2012).  However, interviewers can elicit 

different types and amount of information depending on the type of interviewing technique 

used. For example, research has found that establishing rapport with the suspect tends to 

elicit pertinent information in comparison to techniques that are adversarial in nature 

(Evans et al., 2013; Gudjonsson, 2003). While earlier interviewing techniques were 

accusatory in nature and focused mainly on obtaining confessions (e.g. Inbau, Reid, 

Buckley & Jayne, 2011; O’Hara & O’Hara, 2003; Moston & Stephenson, 1992), there has 

been a shift in the recent past in some parts of the world, towards an ethical, non-

accusatory, information and evidence gathering approaches rather than confessions (Bull, 

2014; Gudjonsson 2007b; Milne & Bull, 1999). Research has indicated that interviewing 

suspects with an information gathering approach in comparison to coercive, confession-

driven approach yields more reliable outcomes (Alison et al, 2013; Meissner, Redlich, 

Bhatt, & Brandon, 2012; Meissner et al., 2014; Walsh & Bull, 2015). 

One of the integral aspects of suspect interviewing has been the use of evidence, i.e. 

information regarding the suspects’ involvement or role in the crime, held by the 

interviewer, to gather critical information. Interviewers tend to generally have some 

amount of evidence or prior information regarding the suspect’s possible involvement in 

the crime before the interview (Wagenaar, van Koppen & Crombag, 1993; Hartwig, 

Granhag, Strömwall, & Kronkvist, 2006). Earlier the interviewers used the evidence held 

against the suspect in order to obtain confessions (Gudjonsson, 2003). However, a more 

recent focus is to understand how to use evidence in a strategic manner to gather reliable 

information rather than confessions (see Hartwig 2005; Bull & Soukara, 2010).  

In light of using evidence effectively in interviews, Hartwig (2005) suggested a 

more comprehensive technique called the Strategic Use of Evidence (SUE) technique. The 



  

 

2 
SUE technique (Granhag & Hartwig, 2008) is empirically established as an interviewing 

technique to elicit cues to deception that aid with gathering reliable information (Vrij & 

Fisher, 2016). The technique relies on available evidence or information about the 

suspect’s involvement in a crime to gather new information or to elicit verbal cues to 

deceit (Granhag & Hartwig, 2015). Researchers have focused on how evidence can be used 

to (a) corroborate existing information (Tekin, Granhag, Strömwall, & Vrij, 2016) (b) 

evaluate the veracity of statements made by the suspect (Dando et al., 2011) and assess 

verbal cues to deceit within the suspects’ statements (Hartwig et al., 2005) in the form of 

statement-evidence inconsistencies (Clemens, Granhag & Strömwall, 2011) (c) obtain 

admissions (Tekin, Granhag, Strömwall, 2014) and confessions (Walsh & Bull, 2012).  

Specifically, researchers have looked at when during the interview should the 

evidence be disclosed to effectively detect deception and gather critical information. While 

some studies showed that disclosing evidence late in the interview in comparison to early 

disclosure was more effective in detecting deception (Sellers & Kebbel, 2011; Smith & 

Bull, 2014), later studies have shown that a gradually drip-feeding the evidence throughout 

the interview might be more effective (Dando & Bull, 2011; Dando, Bull, Ormerod, & 

Sandham, 2015; Hartwig et al., 2011; Lingwood & Bull, 2013; Walsh & Bull, 2015; Walsh 

et al., 2016).  

Background and Aims of the Thesis 

 
The SUE framework is based on a set of theoretical constructs that are used to 

understand the underlying mechanisms of suspect behavior (Figure 1). Understanding 

these constructs is important not only to develop evidence-disclosure tactics for various 

suspect-interviewing outcomes but also allow for a flexible use of the tactics in various 

contexts. The constructs describe the different strategies and cognitive activities of the 

suspect in relation to the interviewer. Three of the constructs are related to the suspect 

namely- perceived interviewer’s knowledge (PIK), counter-interrogation strategies and 
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verbal behavior (Granhag et al., 2008). PIK refers to the amount of prior knowledge or 

evidence the suspect thinks the interviewer holds regarding the suspects’ role in crime; 

counter-interrogation strategies refer to the strategies suspects employ during interviews in 

order to appear innocent; verbal behavior refers to the suspects’ statements and the 

information they provide based on their PIK and counter-interrogation strategies. These 

constructs will be further explained in the following sections and explored in the empirical 

studies in this thesis.  

 

Figure 1. Relationship between the SUE principles (adopted from Granhag & 

Hartwig, 2015). 

The basic idea of the SUE framework is that during the interview different 

evidence-disclosure tactics guides the suspects’ PIK, consequently influencing their 

counter-interrogation strategies and conditioning their verbal behavior (Figure 1- Granhag 

et al., 2015). Previous studies have integrated the theoretical constructs of the SUE 

framework to devise and test various interviewing tactics and their outcomes (e.g., Hartwig 

et al., 2005; Hartwig, et al., 2006; Clemens et al., 2010; Jordan, Hartwig, Wallace, 

Dawson, & Xhihani, 2012; Luke et al., 2013; Tekin, 2016). However, there has been 

relatively little research that has explored how these underlying constructs within the SUE 

framework function. That is, how the three constructs function in relation to each other and 

what determinants, other than the disclosure of evidence, could influence these constructs. 

As mentioned, understanding the mechanisms of suspect behavior is important since this 

would allow researchers and interviewers to improve existing techniques in order to 

optimize interview outcomes.  

The aim of this thesis was to advance our understanding about the underlying 

Suspect’s 
Perceived 
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4 
mechanisms and relationships of suspects’ PIK, counter-interrogation strategies and 

verbal behavior. Previously, Tekin (2016) provided empirical support to the causal 

relationships between the three constructs. The idea behind this thesis was that there was 

more to the processes underlying the relationship between these constructs. For example, it 

was not clear if the level of incriminating detail available in the crime influences the 

suspect’s counter-interrogation strategies and verbal behavior. The studies in this thesis 

were also designed to explore determinants other than evidence-disclosure that could 

influence PIK. Specifically, the content in investigative questions was explored using 

psycholinguistic concepts, to understand how alterations in the content could influence 

guilty suspect’s PIK. Here, question content refers to the phrasing of the investigative 

questions, for instance, the amount of crime-related details within the question, questioning 

about a specific crime-related activity, and if the tone of questioning is accusatory or 

neutral. 

While Tekin (2016) tested different SUE interviewing tactics and their outcomes on both 

innocent and guilty suspects, I focused on the behavior and strategies of guilty suspects 

and did not include innocent suspects. This was because the behavioral and strategic 

constructs that I was interested in were more prominently observable in guilty suspects. 

For example, PIK would seem to be of a bigger concern to a guilty suspect since they need 

to tread carefully while revealing or concealing incriminating information from the 

interviewer. Also in terms of counter-interrogation strategies, most innocent suspects tend 

to be forthcoming with information but guilty suspects tend to vary with their strategies 

based on the interviewer’s tactics (Hartwig, Granhag, & Luke, 2014). In some cases where 

innocent suspects have committed a separate unlawful act, but have not committed the 

crime itself, they may conceal information regarding the unlawful acts out of fear of 

incriminating themselves, and in order to maintain their self-presentation (Colwell et al., 

2018; Clemens & Grolig, 2019) 

As mentioned, I posited that additional factors could be influencing the causal 
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relationship between PIK, counter-interrogation strategies and verbal behavior of guilty 

suspects. In order to understand the additional factors that could influence interview 

outcomes, the following was tested: (a) the interviewing tactics from the SUE framework 

to get an understanding of guilty suspects’ counter-interrogation strategies and verbal 

behavior (Studies Ia & Ib); and (b) question content factors (without disclosure of 

evidence) that could influence guilty suspects’ perceived interviewer knowledge (Studies 

II and III). 

In the following sections, I will present the theoretical underpinnings and past 

research on the SUE that is relevant to the empirical studies in the thesis. In the next 

section, the psycholinguistic concepts of relevance theory will be reviewed. This forms the 

basis for two of the empirical studies and predictions in this thesis. In the remaining 

sections the findings from the studies will be summarized in light of the theoretical 

underpinnings, followed by a discussion of limitations and future directions.  

Theory underpinning the Strategic Use of Evidence Framework 

 

The Strategic Use of Evidence framework draws substantially from the self-

regulation theory (see Carver & Scheier, 2012). The SUE framework specifically focuses 

on the cognitive strategies suggested by the theory regarding how people regulate their 

behavior to attain desired outcomes and avoid aversive consequences.  

These strategies have been explained for both innocent and guilty suspects (see, 

Hartwig et al., 2014). However since the focus of this thesis is on guilty suspects, the 

perspectives on innocent suspects will be excluded.  

In cases where guilty suspects decide not to confess to the crime, the desired 

outcome for a guilty suspect would be to convince the interviewer that they are innocent; 

while an undesired outcome is that the interviewer would ascertain their culpability. 

Suspects would view an interview as threatening due to the possibility of being found 

guilty, and due to the uncertainty regarding how to respond to the interviewer without 
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knowing what information the interviewer already holds against them (Hartwig et al., 

2014).  

Two cognitive-control strategies suggested by the self-regulation theory has been 

explored within the SUE framework as relevant to guilty suspects (a) how they control the 

information they hold, and (b) how they make decisions regarding what information to 

reveal and conceal (Hartwig et al, 2014). Since guilty suspects hold critical information 

regarding their involvement in the crime, the major threat for them is that the interviewer 

will find out this information. Hence suspects employ self-regulatory strategies in order to 

keep this information away from the interviewer and convince the interviewer that they are 

innocent. The strategies employed by guilty suspects mainly intend to conceal critical, 

incriminating information. For this purpose, guilty suspects actively make decisions 

regarding what information to reveal and what to conceal in order to convince the 

interviewer of their innocence. These strategies that the guilty suspects employ to conceal 

incriminating information are referred to as information-management strategies (Hartwig 

et al. 2010).   

Guilty Suspects’ Information Management Strategies 

 

As mentioned earlier, one of the major goals of guilty suspects is to convince an 

interviewer that they are innocent. Thus, an ongoing threat to many suspects is that the 

interviewer perceives the suspect as a liar. Therefore, they are motivated to conceal critical 

information due to the possible aversive consequences of revealing incriminating details. 

However, in order to appear credible and convince the interviewer of their innocence, the 

suspect might provide some account while actively withholding critical information 

(Hartwig et al., 2014).  

For this purpose, suspects have to make decisions regarding the information they 

want to reveal, if they have to tell the truth or lie to the interviewer. Guilty suspects will 

consider what parts of the crime they want to be truthful about and what should be 

concealed, as well as how to merge this information together as a convincing account. 
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Consequently, striking this balance between what to reveal and what to conceal is crucial 

for many guilty suspects. This decision-making process is governed by the suspect’s 

evaluation of the consequences, and their perceptions about the prior information or 

evidence held by the interviewer regarding their role in crime (i.e., PIK; Yang, Guyll, & 

Madon, 2016; Hartwig et al., 2014). That is, suspects make decisions about what parts of 

the information to reveal in order to appear credible, and how to respond to the 

interviewer’s questions without contradicting the information they might already hold 

against the suspect. Suspects mainly manage the critical information using two broad 

strategies: (a) avoid mentioning critical information and provide a vague response, or (b) 

deny their role completely.  

Perceived Interviewer Knowledge  

 

Perceived interviewer knowledge (PIK) refers to the amount of information or 

evidence the suspect thinks the interviewer holds against them. Guilty suspects tend to 

report forming a hypothesis about the prior information held by the interviewer about their 

role in the crime (Moston & Engelberg, 2012; Hartwig, Granhag, & Strömwall, 2007). PIK 

is posited to be an important determinant of a guilty suspect’s verbal behavior (i.e. the 

suspect’s statements as a response to the interviewer’s questions). That is, if the suspect 

perceives that the interviewer holds a lot of information, they tend to be more forthcoming 

with information and reveal more; if they perceive that the interviewer does not hold much 

information, they tend to withhold information and reveal less information (Granhag & 

Hartwig, 2015; Granhag, Clemens, & Strömwall, 2009; Strömwall, Hartwig, & Granhag, 

2006). Thus, the response strategy of the suspect determines the amount of critical crime-

related information that the suspect decides to disclose (Granhag, Hartwig, Mac Giolla & 

Clemens, 2015).   

Previous studies have shown that interviewers can alter suspects’ perceptions 

regarding the evidence or prior information they hold by disclosing or withholding the 

evidence during the interview (Granhag et al., 2015; Granhag; Granhag, Rangmar & 
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Strömwall, 2015). Based on the tactics employed by the interviewer, guilty suspects can 

overestimate or underestimate the prior information held by the interviewer (Hartwig et al., 

2014). For instance, when the interviewer discloses evidence, suspects can estimate the 

interviewers’ prior knowledge in comparison to when the interviewer does not disclose any 

evidence. If the interviewer does not disclose any evidence; suspects may not be able to 

estimate the exact amount of information the interviewer holds against them. This could 

lead them to either overestimate the evidence held by the interviewer leading them to be 

forthcoming, or underestimate the evidence leading them to given statements that are 

inconsistent with the evidence held by the interviewer1. Hence, it is critical for the suspect 

to carefully assess the content of the interviewer’s questions (particularly if evidence is not 

disclosed in the questions) in order to partially predict the amount of information held 

against them. This assessment regarding how much prior information the interviewer holds 

will allow the suspect to employ a strategy to respond, i.e. whether to be forthcoming and 

provide information that is in line with the evidence held by the interviewer or to withhold 

information. These strategies are referred to as counter-interrogation strategies (Granhag et 

al., 2015).  

Guilty Suspect’s Counter-Interrogation Strategies 

 

Counter-interrogation strategies refer to the suspect’s attempt to convince the 

interviewer of their innocence (Granhag et al., 2015). Guilty suspects tend to decide on a 

strategy to respond to the interviewer before the interview begins- i.e. whether they want to 

be forthcoming or avoid giving responses or deny their role completely (Hartwig et al., 

2007). The basic strategies guilty suspects tend to employ to convince the interviewer of 

their innocence are either to avoid revealing critical information about the crime or say 

nothing (Hartwig, Granhag, Strömwall, & Doering, 2010) or denying any involvement in 

 
1 In some countries (e.g. the US), interviewers are allowed to lie about and fabricate 

evidence. Fabricating evidence could lead to false confessions (see Kassin et al, 2010). 

However, within the SUE technique, the interviewer uses only real evidence to influence 

PIK.  
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the crime if they are not able to avoid giving a vague response or say nothing (Granhag, 

Clemens, & Strömwall, 2009). 

It has also been found that guilty suspects shift their strategies from avoidance and 

denial to more forthcoming strategies when they are made aware of the information held 

against them by the interviewer (Granhag et al., 2015; Luke et al., 2014; Walsh et al., 

2012). Guilty suspects also tend to shift their strategies based on their own inferences 

regarding what information the interviewer might hold (Tekin et al., 2015; Tekin et al., 

2016). The counter-interrogation strategy that the suspect employs during the interview 

partly determines the verbal behavior of the suspect: i.e., how much critical information 

the suspect reveals regarding their role in the crime (Granhag et al., 2015). The decision of 

the suspect to choose a counter-interrogation strategy that leads to a specific verbal 

behavior can be understood from the concepts of the self-regulation theory (Carver & 

Scheier, 2012); i.e. regulating one’s behavior to avoid an aversive stimulus. Since many 

guilty suspects attempt to convince the interviewer that they are innocent, and avoid being 

perceived as guilty, they persevere to maintain this impression of them by providing 

statements that are in line with the information held by the interviewer.  

Guilty Suspect’s Verbal Behavior  

 

As mentioned, verbal behavior within the SUE framework refers to the suspect’s 

statement in the interview. During the interview process, these statements are compared to 

the evidence or information held by the interviewer about the suspect’s possible role in 

crime. The suspects’ statement is partly an outcome of the PIK and the resulting counter-

interrogation strategy. That is, based on how much prior information the suspect thinks the 

interviewer holds, they employ a strategy to be forthcoming or withholding, and provide 

their statements accordingly. Since the suspects’ statements are in part a result of their 

PIK, it is possible that the suspect could provide statements that are not in line with the 

evidence held by the interviewer. Granhag and Hartwig (2015) explain how interviewers 

can elicit verbal cues to deception from guilty suspects by using the discrepancies between 
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the suspects’ statements and the evidence held. For instance, interviewers could 

withhold evidence and ask a broad question regarding the suspects’ activities to gather 

their account. This gives the suspect the impression that the interviewer does not hold 

much prior information against them.  Once the interviewer has the suspect’s statements, 

they can confront the suspect with the evidence in order to allow the suspect to explain the 

inconsistency. When the suspect’s statements are in line with the prior information or 

evidence held by the interviewer, it is termed as statement-evidence consistencies. When 

suspects’ statements contradict the evidence held by the interviewer, it leads to statement-

evidence inconsistencies.  

The statement-evidence inconsistencies are either due to suspects avoiding giving 

information or denying their role when the interviewer holds evidence that shows the 

suspects’ role in the crime. Sometimes, suspects provide a statement presuming that the 

interviewer may not hold any information regarding their role in the crime (estimated low 

PIK). However, they can shift to being more forthcoming with information when they get 

the sense that the interviewer might hold more information (estimated high PIK). The 

consistencies and inconsistencies with evidence is an important aspect of interviewing 

guilty suspects since interviewers can utilize the outcome of the interview to gather new 

information (Granhag, 2010). For example, if a suspect denies being at the crime scene 

when in fact the interviewer holds information or evidence that the suspect was present at 

the crime scene, interviewers can confront the suspect with this evidence in order to try to 

gather new information from them (Tekin, 2016).   

Previous studies have found that suspects tend to report a verbal response strategy 

based on their hypothesis regarding the prior information held by the interviewer  (Hartwig 

et al., 2007; Hines, et al., 2010). For example, a suspect could hypothesize before the 

interview that because they were being interviewed, that the interviewer might hold some 

information that points in the suspects’ direction. That is, the mere fact that the suspect was 

picked for questioning could lead to the suspect inferring that the interviewer might hold 
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prior information or evidence pointing towards their involvement in the crime, 

influencing their statements.  

PIK without Evidence-Disclosure 

It has been described earlier that PIK has an influential role in determining 

suspects’ strategies and resulting behavior. While the SUE technique mainly captures the 

influence of disclosing and withholding evidence on the suspects’ PIK, it is possible that 

the mere context of the interview or the content of the questions could also influence PIK 

(irrespective of evidence disclosure). For instance, in everyday human communication, we 

are constantly drawing inferences and filling the gaps about what information the other 

person might know without the other person revealing any specific information. For 

example, imagine that your colleague says “I will join you for dinner after work. Is it at the 

usual place?” From this question, you can easily infer that your colleague knows that there 

is an existing plan for dinner after work. You can also fill in that your colleague is aware of 

the common place you usually go to for dinner after work. These inferences are effortless 

and allow us to effectively communicate with each other. Given how easily we can draw 

inferences from questions in everyday communication as illustrated, it is possible that 

within an interview set-up, suspects actively draw inferences regarding what the 

interviewer already knows irrespective of whether the interviewer discloses evidence or 

not from the content and context of the question. 

Considering the aforementioned, it is possible that guilty suspects draw inferences 

from the content of investigative questions about the interviewer’s prior knowledge. I  

explored this possibility with the aid of the concepts of psycholinguistic theories to design 

the studies and derive the predictions about question content factors that could influence 

the suspect’s inferences. For this thesis, the concepts of relevance theory were adopted, as 

they explain how people draw various inferences from question content in everyday human 

communication context (Sperber & Wilson, 1995). The concepts of this theory are easily 

applicable to any human communication scenario, and for the specific context of this 
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thesis, i.e. suspect interviews. In brief, relevance theory explains how people draw 

inferences regarding the prior knowledge of the speaker based on the content in questions. 

This understanding was adapted to a suspect interview paradigm. In the following section, 

I will provide a summary of the concepts of relevance theory that are adopted for the 

studies in this thesis.  

Relevance theory 

 
Sperber and Wilson (1995) proposed relevance theory to understand how people 

interpret and draw inferences from utterances. The theory is built on Paul Grice’s (1975) 

work on pragmatic inferences. Grice proposed that all conversations operate on certain 

implicit norms that suggest that each utterance is relevant. While Grice did not specifically 

define the concept of what is considered “relevant” in the communicated information, 

Sperber and Wilson extended on this work to specifically defining what “relevant” was in 

their theory.  

According to relevance theory, we draw inferences based on the prior assumption 

that the simplest, most straightforward interpretation of the communicated information is 

the correct one. This means that when a speaker makes an utterance, we make assumptions 

about what other things surrounding this utterance must be true, in order for it to be 

relevant and informative. For example, imagine that you are standing at a bus stop and 

waiting for the bus to the city center. It is 9:02. The next bus is at 9:04. Someone comes 

running to the bus stop and asks you “Has the bus left?” From the question you could 

easily assume the following things: (a) the person is not referring to a random bus from 

earlier or later, (b) the person is asking about the 9:04 bus to the city center (c) the person 

does not know if the bus has left or not. According to the theory, a question is asked 

because to answer to that question is assumed to be relevant to someone- most likely the 

person posing the question. In the case of the example above, a relevant response to the 

question would either be affirmative or negative. However, imagine if the person instead 
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asked “Has the bus to the airport left?” your assumptions will change probably to the 

following: (a) the person needs to get to the airport, (b) the person is not asking about the 

9:04 bus to the city center, (c) there is a bus to the airport that has either left or is yet to 

come. So a relevant response in this context would either be an affirmative, negative or 

stating that you are unsure.  

The assumptions regarding what the other person already knows and what they 

want to know guides us to understand the content within the context and provide responses 

to someone for whom the response is relevant. Based on the content of the question, the 

relevance of the response changes (For a detailed understanding about how relevance 

theory treats questions, refer to Clark 1991; Jacobsen, 2010). For instance, it’s Friday 

afternoon at work, and a co-worker, Chris, knocks on your door. That day, you have an 

important meeting scheduled at around the time most people are finished with work. He 

asks you the following question: “Are you free to come out for drinks later?" Here you are 

likely to make the following inferences: (a) Because this question would be most relevant 

if there is an actual possibility of going out for drinks (even though the question does not 

assert this fact), you infer there are plans to go out for drinks, either already made or in the 

process of being made. That is, you would likely interpret this as an invitation to a real 

event, rather than an inquiry about an entirely hypothetical possibility; (b) Chris seems to 

believe that the answer to this question would be of relevance and it is phrased such that a 

direct response would either be affirmative or negative. That is, a yes or a no here would 

be informative. If Chris knew about your meeting, he would know that the answer to this 

question would not be informative. Thus, you would infer that Chris does not know about 

your meeting. 

From the example above, it is evident that a general question (“Are you free to 

come out for drinks later?”) seems to be a request for information and could imply less 

prior knowledge about the prior commitment (Sperber & Wilson, 1995). However, let us 

consider that Chris asked you the following instead: "Will it be too late when your meeting 
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is done for you to come out for drinks?" Here you would still draw the first inference (a) 

from above, but you would not draw the second inference (b), as it is clear from Chris's 

question that he is aware of the meeting specifically because it is assumed he would only 

ask this question if he believed the answer to be relevant, and he would have to know 

about the meeting for the answer to this question to be informative. Thus, the concepts of 

relevance theory explain how listeners perceive different levels of the speaker’s prior 

knowledge about the topic being communicated based on the mere content of the questions 

(Clark, 1991; Jacobsen, 2010).  

Translating this understanding to a more specific context of communication, 

namely suspect interviewing, it was proposed that guilty suspects perceive various levels 

of prior knowledge (PIK) based on the content of the interviewer’s questions. To the best 

of my knowledge, there has been no empirical research that has explored psycholinguistic 

influences on suspects’ PIK. To bridge this gap, as illustrated with the examples above, a 

test of how changing small details within the question content could influence the suspect’s 

PIK was carried out in two studies. Specifically, the focus was on the inferences drawn 

about prior knowledge based on the specific topic discussed within the frames of the 

interview. Additionally, the emphasis given to details within interview questions that make 

is possible to infer different amounts of prior knowledge were also tested.  

Overview of the Empirical Studies 

 

The present thesis comprises of three studies with four experiments. Below is the 

summary of the studies included in each chapter. Each study was written as articles to be 

submitted to independent peer-reviewed journals. Hence, there could be some repetition 

between the chapters. Previously, researchers have looked at how the constructs of the 

SUE framework can be employed to determine suspects’ decision-making processes and 

behavior. The main focus of the empirical studies in this thesis was to understand the 

underlying mechanisms of the theoretical constructs of the SUE framework, i.e. Perceived 
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interviewer knowledge, counter-interrogation strategies, and verbal behavior. The idea 

was to strengthen existing theory and also to probe into unexplored aspects that could 

influence these constructs. 

Chapter 2: What to Reveal and what to Conceal? An Empirical Examination 

of Guilty Suspects’ Strategies (Study Ia and Ib). This chapter consists of two studies. 

The aim of Study Ia was to test how various evidence-disclosure tactics would influence 

guilty suspects’ counter-interrogation strategies and in turn how this would show as 

statement-evidence inconsistencies in their verbal behavior. Four interviewing tactics were 

tested: Early Disclosure, Strategic Disclosure, Non-Disclosure and Direct Questioning. 

Based on the theoretical underpinnings of SUE and previous findings it was predicted that 

Early Disclosure tactic would elicit low statement-evidence inconsistencies. It was also 

expected that the Strategic Disclosure condition would elicit shifts in counter-interrogation 

strategies leading to low statement-evidence inconsistencies. The Non-Disclosure 

condition and the Direct Questioning condition were expected to elicit high statement-

evidence inconsistencies. The findings did not support our predictions and outcome of this 

study was rather unexpected. In that, we found that the suspects were forthcoming with 

information in all interview conditions regarding some parts of the crime while withheld 

information in the critical part of the crime in all interview conditions. It was suggested 

that due to the low incriminating nature of some parts of the crime, suspects were more 

forthcoming about these parts but withheld information about the incriminating parts of the 

crime. That is, suspects assessed the costs of disclosing pieces of information within the 

crime. The aim of study Ib was to test if the findings from Study Ia could be conceptually 

replicated. That is, if the cost of disclosing information influences the relationship between 

statement- evidence consistency and perceived interviewer’s knowledge. It was tested 

whether guilty suspects- as a function of the interviewing tactics- would withhold 

information that is incriminating in nature and reveal information that is not incriminating 

in nature but is part of the crime. For this, three of the tactics from Study I-a were used: 
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Early Disclosure, Strategic Disclosure and Non-Disclosure. It was predicted that guilty 

suspects would be forthcoming with information and be consistent with evidence about 

non-incriminating crime-related information.  Additionally, it was predicted that guilty 

suspects would be highly inconsistent with evidence regarding incriminating crime-related 

information. The predictions were supported.  

Chapter 3: How do the Questions Asked Affect Suspects’ Perceptions of the 

Interviewer’s Prior Knowledge? (Study II). This chapter consists of the empirical 

findings of Study II. The aim of this study was to explore the SUE construct- perceived 

interviewer knowledge (PIK) as a function of question content. Previously, PIK has been 

tested as an outcome of various evidence-disclosure and withholding strategies (for 

example, Luke, et al. 2014; Hartwig, et al., 2014; Tekin, 2016). However, it was posited 

that it was highly likely that guilty suspects would actively seek information about prior 

evidence the interviewer held regarding their role in crime through the content of questions 

even without evidence-disclosure. The concepts of relevance theory, a psycholinguistic 

theory that explains how people draw inferences concerning the prior knowledge about the 

topic of the person who posed the question were adopted for the design and predictions in 

this study. Based on the concepts of relevance theory, three main question content factors 

were tested: (1) Topic Discussion (whether a specific crime-related activity was questioned 

about), (2) Level of Specificity (amount of crime-related details in the question) and (3) 

Stressor (emphasis on a specific crime-related detail). Based on the theory, it was predicted 

that Topic Discussion would increase PIK. That is, when the interviewer questioned about 

a particular topic related to the crime, it could imply prior knowledge about that activity. 

Additionally, it was predicted that specific and correct crime-related details in the 

questions would increase PIK to a higher extent than general questions and questions with 

specific incorrect details. This prediction about specific correct details increasing PIK was 

based on the understanding that the interviewer could only ask a question with specific and 

correct details if he or she held specific and correct prior knowledge regarding the activity. 
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It was also predicted that Stressors would generally decrease PIK. This prediction was 

based on the understanding from the relevance theory concepts that when the interviewer 

stresses on a specific detail it could imply that he or she is specifically interested in that 

particular detail or that they have some prior knowledge only regarding that detail.  

Chapter 4: How does Question Content Influence Guilty Suspects’ Inferences 

about what the Interviewer knows? (Study III). This chapter consists of the empirical 

findings of Study III. Study III was designed by developing on the theoretical 

underpinnings and findings from Study II. The findings from Study II indicated that the 

manipulations used in the study could be improved and that new question content factors 

could be explored. In this study, Topic Discussion was tested to check if the finding from 

Study II could be reproduced, since this was a consequential outcome. Level of Specificity 

was tested with a more prominent difference between the specific crime-related details 

condition and the general question condition compared to Study II. Additionally a new 

factor was introduced – Level of Suspicion. The Level of Suspicion condition was 

manipulated by inducing an accusatory tone i.e. high suspicion- in the interview transcript 

and compared the outcome with that of interview transcripts having a neutral –low 

suspicion tone. It was predicted that Topic Discussion would increase PIK as observed in 

Study II. It was also expected that specific crime-related details in questions would 

increase PIK in comparison to general questions. For the suspicion factor it was predicted 

that high suspicion interviews would increase PIK while low suspicion interviews would 

reduce PIK.  

Chapter 5: General Discussion. In this final chapter of the thesis, the main 

findings are summarized and discussed based on the theoretical and practical implications. 

Preliminary ideas are presented along with the new findings within the SUE theoretical 

framework. The chapter ends with a discussion of the limitations and ethical 

considerations, along with suggestions for future research.  
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Table 1. Overview of the empirical studies in the thesis 

 

Study Method N Independent Variables Dependent Variables 

 

I-a 

 

Laboratory 

 

140 

 

Interview Tactics: Early 

Disclosure, Strategic 

Disclosure, Non-Disclosure, 

and Direct Questioning  

 

Statement-Evidence 

Inconsistencies 

I-b Online 216 Interview Tactics: Early 

Disclosure, Strategic 

Disclosure, and Non-

Disclosure. 

Level of Incrimination: Non-

Incriminating vs. Highly 

Incriminating  

Statement-Evidence 

Consistencies, 

Perceived 

Interviewer 

Knowledge  

II Online 370 Question Content:  Topic 

Discussion, Level of Specificity 

(General, Specific-Correct, 

Specific Incorrect), Stressor  

Perceived 

Interviewer 

Knowledge  

III Online 232 Question Content:  Topic 

Discussion, Level of Specificity 

(General, Specific), Level of 

Suspicion (Low, High) 

Perceived 

Interviewer 

Knowledge 
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CHAPTER 2: What to Reveal and what to Conceal? An Empirical Examination of 

Guilty Suspects’ Strategies 

Abstract 

 

With Study 1 (N=140), we aimed to examine how different ways of disclosing evidence 

during an interview would influence guilty suspects’ perception of interviewer’s prior 

knowledge and elicit statement-evidence inconsistencies. Specifically, we wanted to 

understand how disclosing or withholding evidence regarding non-critical topics (i.e., 

preliminary activities leading to a central criminal act) would lead to different levels of 

statement-evidence inconsistencies regarding the critical topic (i.e., the central crime). We 

predicted that interviews with evidence disclosed would elicit low statement-evidence 

inconsistencies whereas interviews where evidence was not disclosed would result in high 

statement-evidence inconsistencies. The outcome did not support our predictions. Guilty 

suspects revealed crime-related information about non-critical themes and withheld 

information regarding the critical theme irrespective of evidence disclosure. We posited 

that this outcome occurred because the information regarding the non-critical themes of the 

crime seemed less incriminating in comparison to information regarding the critical theme. 

We explored this unexpected finding in Study 2 (N=216), which was designed to 

understand if guilty suspects would reveal information regarding themes of the crime that 

are not incriminating in comparison to themes that were incriminating as observed in Study 

1. We used the evidence disclosure tactics of Study 1 in Study 2 and also measured how 

these influence the suspects’ perception of interviewer’s knowledge. The outcome 

replicated findings from Study 1 that guilty suspects reveal or withhold information based 

on the cost of disclosing the information. This is a novel finding in the Strategic Use of 

Evidence literature. 
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Introduction 

Past research regarding guilty suspects’ strategies to convince the interviewer of 

their innocence (counter-interrogation strategies) has consistently found that guilty 

suspects actively manage the information they reveal to produce credible responses 

(Granhag, Hartwig, Mac Giolla, & Clemens, 2015; Hartwig, Granhag, & Luke, 2014; 

Tekin, Granhag, Strömwall, & Vrij, 2016). Researchers have hypothesized that guilty 

suspects form a hypothesis regarding what information the interviewer already knows and 

enact a counter-interview strategy that fits their hypothesis (Hartwig et al., 2014). In 

essence, guilty suspects withhold information when they perceive that the interviewer does 

not have any information or evidence regarding their role in crime but shift to forthcoming 

strategies when confronted with evidence (Hartwig et al., 2014; Granhag & Hartwig, 

2015). That is, guilty suspects tend to not reveal much true information about their 

activities; the withholding suspect does not reveal any true details (or reveal minimal 

details) about their activities and would either deny or provide false information to explain 

the evidence against them.  

Serra Tekin and her colleagues (2016) showed that strategic interviewing (in their 

case, to confront the suspect with statement-evidence inconsistencies for themes introduced 

early in the interview) made suspects reveal more of the truth for a later, more critical 

theme. That is, by drawing on the suspects’ perception of the interviewers’ knowledge 

(making the suspect believe the interviewer to hold more information than was actually the 

case), the interviewer collected new information about a critical theme. The first of the 

studies we present here set out to examine the other side of the same coin.  Here, we use 

the term theme to refer to a specific crime-related topic of questioning. We adopted the 

term critical theme in our studies to indicate the central criminal activity (e.g., stealing 

important documents from an office). We also used the term non-critical theme to refer to 

crime-related activities that lead to the commission of the central crime (e.g., collecting 

tools required to carry out the theft). The aim was to interview strategically (in our case, to 
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not confront the suspect with statement-evidence inconsistencies for themes introduced 

early in the interview) in order to make the suspect reveal less of the truth for a later 

theme. That is, to test whether playing on the suspects’ perception of the interviewers’ 

knowledge (to make the suspect believe the interviewer to hold less information than was 

actually the case), could result in an increased degree of statement-evidence inconsistency 

for the critical theme. Differently put, our aim was to examine whether different ways of 

disclosing the evidence (for non-critical themes) could result in different levels of 

statement-evidence inconsistency (for a critical theme).  

In the sections below, we will provide an overview of what we know from previous 

research regarding guilty suspects’ counter-interrogation strategies and shifts, and 

perception of interviewer’s knowledge as an influence on these strategies. 

Following this, we will discuss and summarize the findings from the two studies.   

Guilty Suspects’ Counter-Interrogation Strategies 

Counter-interrogation strategies refer to a suspect’s attempt to convince the 

interviewer of their innocence and provide credible responses to questions (Granhag et al., 

2015). These strategies arise as an outcome of self-presentation (DePaulo, 1992) where a 

guilty suspect tries to create an impression of being innocent on the interviewer.  

Previous research in the SUE technique found that guilty suspects avoid revealing 

or deny holding crime-related information ((Hartwig, Granhag & Strömwall, 2007; 

Hartwig, Granhag, Strömwall & Doering, 2010; Hines, Colwell, Hiscock-Anisman, 

Garrett, Ansarra & Montalvo, 2010, Granhag, Clemens & Strömwall, 2009).  

However, they may shift their strategies to being more forthcoming with 

information when they are made aware of the information the interviewer already holds 

based on the evidence disclosed (Granhag et al., 2015; Tekin et al., 2016). There is 

evidence that guilty suspects adopt these strategies as a response to their perception of the 

interviewer’s prior knowledge regarding the suspect’s role in crime (Granhag et al., 2015; 

Granhag, Rangmar, Strömwall, 2015; Luke, Dawson, Hartwig, & Granhag, 2014). The 
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information disclosed by the interviewer guides the suspect to estimate the amount of 

prior knowledge held by the interviewer regarding his or her role in the crime, which in 

turn affect their verbal behavior (Granhag et al., 2015).  

Perception of Interviewer’s Knowledge  

Based on the information or evidence disclosed, a guilty suspect might 

underestimate or overestimate the information held by the interviewer and choose a 

counter-interrogation strategy from this deduction (Granhag et al., 2015). For instance, if 

the interviewer questions whether the suspect was on the scene of the crime, the suspect 

might deny their presence. However, if the interviewer reveals that they have CCTV 

evidence showing the suspect’s presence at the crime scene, the suspect might provide an 

explanation that fits the information the interviewer holds.  

The interviewer can employ evidence disclosure and withholding strategies to 

influence a guilty suspect’s inferences regarding the information held by the interviewer 

(Granhag & Luke, 2018). For instance, if the interviewer mentions that a witness testified 

the suspect’s presence at the crime scene, the suspect will infer that the interviewer already 

holds information regarding their presence at the crime scene.  

If no evidence is disclosed, the fact that the interviewer has called the suspect in for 

questioning itself provides the context that the interviewer holds some information 

regarding the suspect (Granhag et al., 2018). The suspect’s counter-interrogation strategies 

and the verbal response are an outcome of these inferences and can be altered by new 

information influencing the suspect’s inferences through the course of the interview 

(Granhag et al., 2018; Hartwig et al., 2014).  

Guilty suspects’ perceptions regarding the interviewer’s prior knowledge are 

malleable and can be influenced by the information disclosed by the interviewer. Previous 

studies have tested various evidence-disclosure tactics to influence suspects’ perception 

regarding the information held by the interviewer (Granhag, Strömwall, Willén, & 

Hartwig, 2013; Luke et al., 2014; Tekin, Granhag, Strömwall, Mac Giolla, Vrij & Hartwig, 
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2015; Tekin et al., 2016; Tekin, Granhag, Strömwall & Vrij, 2017; May, Granhag, & 

Tekin, 2017). It has been found that guilty suspects tend to use avoidance and denial 

strategies when they are not confronted with evidence. If, on the other hand, they are 

confronted with evidence early in the interview, they tend to be forthcoming with 

information. However, guilty suspects shift from avoidance and denial strategies to being 

forthcoming with information when they are confronted with evidence gradually. If there is 

ambiguity in information or evidence disclosed it might result in guilty suspects being 

unsure of the specific amount of information held by the interviewer leading to highly 

withholding or highly forthcoming behavior (Luke et al., 2014).   

For instance, if the interviewer reveals that there is CCTV footage from the crime 

scene, it is not entirely clear what the exact content of the footage is. Guilty suspects may 

either withhold or be highly forthcoming with information if they have ambiguous 

information disclosed by the interviewer. But if the interviewer states that they have CCTV 

footage showing the suspect committing an act, suspects tend to reveal information since 

they perceive that the interviewer already holds information the suspect is trying to 

withhold. However, if the interviewer asks a general question such as “Were you at place 

X last Thursday?” the guilty suspect may provide a vague response or deny being there. 

Then, if the interviewer says “We have CCTV footage showing you were present at place 

X last Thursday”, the suspect tends to shift from denial or avoidance to being more 

forthcoming with information.  

Guilty Suspects’ Information Management Strategies 

As noted earlier, suspects actively manage the information they reveal or conceal 

based on their inferences of the interviewer’s prior knowledge. To maintain their goal of 

convincing the interviewer of their innocence claim, they must withhold incriminating 

information. However, to appear credible, they must also offer information to account for 

the interviewer’s prior knowledge. The critical aspect in this context is the process of how 

guilty suspects manage the information they hold and reveal. 
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In most cases where guilty suspects would not want to confess to the crime, they 

have to make decisions regarding the information they have to conceal and reveal through 

the course of the interview. They are motivated to conceal incriminating information and 

their decisions regarding this information is whether to say something about it, avoid 

talking about it or what parts of it to reveal (Hartwig et al., 2014).  

For the guilty suspect, revealing crime-related information leads to an undesired 

outcome of incriminating self. At the same time, not providing any information will reduce 

the credibility of the suspect in the eye of the interviewer. This decision-making process is 

crucial for guilty suspects in order to conceal incriminating information and revealing 

certain details of the crime in order to appear credible (Hartwig et al., 2014). Other than 

evaluating the consequences and the outcome of revealing crime-related information 

(Yang, Guyll, & Madon, 2016), suspects have also been observed to evaluate revealing or 

concealing parts of their activities.  

Study 1 

 
The premise of the study was to understand how various evidence disclosure tactics 

would influence counter-interrogation strategies of guilty suspects, which, in turn, would 

result in different degrees of statement-evidence inconsistencies, which served as the 

dependent variable. Statement-evidence (in)consistency refers to the degree to which the 

suspect’s statement matches the interviewer’s knowledge.  

We specifically wanted to test four interviewing tactics within the SUE framework 

aimed to influence guilty suspects’ perception of interviewer’s prior knowledge and to 

elicit statement evidence inconsistencies. The mock crime (described later in the 

procedure) is carried out in three phases leading to three topics of questioning. Here, we 

use the term phase to refer to an individual crime-related activity carried out by the suspect 

and also to the parts of the interview, in which each activity was addressed. The first two, 

non-critical phases (first, taking the office keys left by an accomplice and, second, 
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collecting information regarding the organization to which the documents belonged to) 

led into the third, critical phase, which involved the principal criminal activity (stealing 

documents from an office). The mock-crime was designed this way to observe the counter-

interrogation strategies of suspects at each phase and measure inconsistencies in the critical 

phase of the interview (Phase 3).  

The four interviewing tactics were Early Disclosure, in which evidence was 

disclosed early on in the interview. For example, “We have CCTV footage showing your 

presence in place X. Can you explain what you were doing there?” This condition is a 

comparison group to observe how suspects would be consistent with evidence when 

disclosed early on in the interview as observed in previous studies. Strategic Disclosure, in 

which evidence was disclosed strategically during the course of the interview. For 

example, “Were you at place X?” If the suspect admits to being in place X, “Your 

statement matches with the CCTV footage we have.” If the suspect provides a vague 

response or denies being present, “We have CCTV footage showing your presence in place 

X. You are withholding information. Could you tell us what you were doing there?” The 

suspect would probably see this condition as a predictable pattern of questioning and might 

learn the pattern in the course of the interview reducing inconsistencies in their statements. 

A third tactic was Non-Disclosure, with evidence not disclosed throughout the interview. 

The suspect’s statements are collected to corroborate with evidence later. For example, 

“Were you at place X?” Irrespective of whether the suspect admits or denies being present 

in the location, the interviewer moves on to the next topic within the crime. This condition 

was designed to elicit higher statement-evidence consistencies in comparison to the other 

conditions. Finally, the fourth tested tactic was Direct Questioning, in which only the 

critical topic of the crime was addressed without asking questions regarding other, non-

critical topics leading to the actual crime. The suspect was not confronted with evidence. 

For example, “Were you in the room where the stolen documents were stored?” This 

condition was a baseline condition to understand how suspects would respond when 
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questioned only about the critical aspect of the crime without being confronted with 

evidence.  

Based on the theory underlying SUE framework and previous SUE findings, we 

predicted that the Early Disclosure would elicit low statement-evidence inconsistencies in 

all the three phases in comparison to Strategic Disclosure and Non-Disclosure conditions. 

In the Strategic Disclosure condition we expected a shift of strategy from being 

withholding to forthcoming in the three phases with low statement-evidence 

inconsistencies. We predicted that the Non-Disclosure condition would elicit high 

statement-evidence inconsistencies in all phases of the crime in comparison to Early 

Disclosure and Strategic Disclosure conditions. We also expected that Direct Questioning 

condition would elicit high statement-evidence inconsistencies in the critical theme in 

comparison to Early Disclosure, Strategic Disclosure and Non-Disclosure conditions. 

Method 

 
Participants. We recruited 140 participants from a general population in 

Gothenburg, Sweden, who were recruited from a participant pool managed by the 

University of Gothenburg. The participants were randomly assigned to one of the four 

experimental groups. 79 identified themselves as male, 58 as female, and 3 as another 

gender.  Participants’ ages ranged between of 18 and 65 (M= 41.1, SD= 13.61). They 

committed the mock-crime in the same manner, irrespective of experimental condition 

they were in.  

Ethical approval. Both the present studies were conducted in accordance with 

relevant local regulations for research with human subjects. 

Procedure. Participants were instructed that they would commit a crime and that 

they had to avoid any interactions with other people in the building. They were given an 

instruction sheet that contained the background story to place them in the context and 

immerse themselves in the role for committing the crime. The sheet also contained the 

steps and specific instructions to carry out the crime. They were asked to be discreet while 
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carrying out the tasks.  They carried out the tasks in three parts as explained in the 

sections below. Once they completed carrying out the mock-crime, they were instructed 

that they were under suspicion of carrying out the theft and an interview would be carried 

out. The experimenter informed them that they had to convince the interviewer of their 

innocence by withholding the truth and providing an alibi for their presence in the building 

and the specific activities they carried out. The experimenter also instructed them that 

everyone who was in the building at the time were being questioned about the theft and 

that the interviewer is not aware of their specific activities.  The suspect was informed that 

they were not the sole person interviewed so that they would not infer that the interviewer 

already held information regarding their involvement in the crime. One of the four 

interview tactics were carried out depending on the group the participant was placed in. 

After the interview was complete, participants responded to a post-interview questionnaire. 

They were then debriefed about the study and received compensation for their 

participation. 

Materials 

The materials and the data for this study are available on the Open Science 

Framework (OSF; https://osf.io/kwux3/). 

Demographic details and consent. Participants completed a form consisting of 

basic demographic details such as their gender, age, education and ethnicity. This was 

followed by a brief description of the study and what their participation entails and 

instructions. 

Mock crime. Participants read a narrative with a background story of the crime 

scenario to place them in the role of the suspect. They were encouraged to immerse 

themselves into the role of the suspect. The narrative also consisted of activities the suspect 

carried out as part of the crime (described below). The participants were asked to imagine 

that they were a part of a child rights’ activists group and were to gain illegal access to 

documentation and evidence proving that an Non-Governmental Organization (NGO), 
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namely Bright Lives, were illegally using underage children for labor. The participants 

were asked to carry out this mock-crime in three phases. The three phases were all part of 

the same crime. However, each phase led to the next phase of the crime. The phases were 

designed this way to observe the statement-evidence consistencies during the interviews in 

the non-critical topics and the critical topic. The participants were asked to carry out all the 

phases in the given order.  

Phase one. Participants came to the Psychology Department’s first floor (the 

entrance level) where they had to collect a key hidden in the piano that was in a room next 

to the café. Here they: (a) walked towards the piano in the room next to the café (b) pulled 

the cover on the piano keys up to find the room key with a sticker labeled 536 on it (c) 

took the key unnoticed and (d) took the stairs/elevator outside the piano room to the second 

floor. This phase generated the first piece of evidence namely the CCTV footage showing 

the presence of the suspect at the piano.  

Phase two. After reaching the second floor, they walked along the corridor to the 

student-counseling center located next to the library to collect the pamphlet of Bright Lives 

that asked for volunteers and mentioned contact information. Here they: (a) looked through 

the brochures on the board about volunteering opportunities and courses (b) collected the 

pamphlet for volunteering in “Bright Lives” and (c) left the student services and took the 

stairs or the elevator near the library to the fifth floor. This generated the second piece of 

evidence, an eyewitness stating the suspect’s presence in the student services. 

Phase three (critical topic). After going to the fifth floor of the department, they 

had to find a room where they stole a memory stick and a document that contained 

evidence against Bright Lives. Here they (a) unlocked the room door using the key and 

entered unnoticed (b) opened the top panel drawer of a filing cabinet with a plant on it (c) 

took the memory stick and the key to unlock the cupboard from the drawer before closing 

it shut (d) unlocked the cupboard that was behind the door with the key they took from the 

drawer (e) took the envelope that was labeled Latest Projects on it and locked the cupboard 
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(f) put the memory stick and the pamphlet of Bright Lives into the envelope (g) put the 

cupboard key back into the filing cabinet top drawer and closed it shut and, finally, (h) 

locked the room with the key before leaving. 

Once they completed these tasks, they hid the envelope with the memory stick, the 

room key and the documents on top of a white cupboard outside the room in the basement 

corridor for the accomplice to collect later. Then they returned to the laboratory in the 

basement to meet the experimenter for further instructions.  

Pre-interview instructions. After completing these tasks, participants returned to 

the laboratory where they were given new instructions. In these instructions, they were 

informed that they were suspected of committing a crime (helping a group of activists by 

gaining illegal access to data in the room of an employee) and they would be interviewed 

about it. The participants were informed that the interviewer was not aware if they were 

guilty or not and the goal of the participant was to convince the interviewer that they were 

innocent. They were instructed that it was important for them to convince the interviewer 

of their innocence and if they could not convince the interviewer, then they might have to 

be interviewed again. They were given ten minutes to prepare their alibis before the 

interview.  

Interview protocols. Trained interviewers were provided with interview protocols 

with the four types of questioning tactics explained earlier. They were instructed to keep a 

neutral stance throughout the interviewing process. They also recorded the interviews and 

transcribed them verbatim.   

Post-interview questionnaire. The participants were instructed that their role-

playing was complete and were requested to complete a questionnaire about their 

experience of taking part in the experiment. Some of these questions were Likert ratings 

while others were open-ended questions. The self-rating questions covered (a) their level 

of motivation to carry out the tasks and convince the interviewer of their innocence (b) 

how much prior knowledge they thought the interviewer had regarding their activities in 
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the critical phase (c) how much new information they thought they revealed to the 

interviewer (d) the level of difficulty of the interview, and (e) how friendly the interviewer 

was. The open-ended questions were regarding (a) the counter-interrogation strategies they 

employed to appear credible (b) any change or shift in the strategy and what the new 

strategy was (c) when in the interview they changed the strategy, and (d) the reason for the 

shift in strategy. These data were collected as exploratory measures. 

Debriefing and compensation. Participants were debriefed about the premise of 

the study and paid.  

Coding. The statement–evidence inconsistency was coded by taking the total 

number of pre-determined details of the crime-related activities that suspects revealed 

regarding their activities. The pieces of information were rated between 1 (inconsistent 

with the evidence) to 10 (consistent with evidence) where 1 indicated very low consistency 

and 10 indicated very high consistency between the suspect’s statements and the evidence. 

To measure statement-evidence consistency, we analyzed statements for inconsistencies 

with the evidence the interviewer presented in Phase One and Phase Two. For Phase 

Three, because the interviewer did not present any evidence in any condition, this variable 

was coded for inconsistencies with the researchers’ knowledge of the mock crime. Strictly 

speaking, for the third phase, this variable does not measure inconsistency with evidence, 

but it is measured on the same scale and is conceptually similar, in that it measures the 

mock suspects’ tendency to stay close to the truth in their statement (without admitting 

culpability). 

 Both contradictions (statements that were not in line with the evidence) and 

omissions (statements that left out information in line with the evidence) were counted as 

inconsistent with evidence. Two coders coded a random 50% of the interviews with 

respect to the number of statement–evidence inconsistencies. Intraclass correlation 

coefficients (ICCs) were calculated showing high agreement for all phases: 0.77 for Phase 
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One, 0.89 for Phase Two and 0.82 for Phase Three. Any disagreements between the 

coders were discussed and settled, and one of the coders then coded the remaining 

interviews.  

Results 
 

Upon inspection of the descriptive statistics for statement-evidence consistency (see 

Table 1.1), we immediately found a stark discrepancy between the results and the 

hypotheses (and, indeed, with the previous literature on suspects’ statement-evidence 

consistency). Previous research suggests that guilty suspects often provide vague responses 

about their activities or deny incriminating information when they are not confronted with 

existing evidence (Hartwig et al., 2010; Colwell et al., 2006; Granhag et al., 2009). 

However, in this study, the suspects were forthcoming with information regarding some of 

the crime-related activities regardless of whether they were confronted with evidence or 

not. Figure 1.1 displays the frequency distributions for statement-evidence consistency 

across each interview condition and each phase of the interview (corresponding to each 

part of the mock crime). 

 

Table 1.1 

Statement-evidence consistency by condition and interview phase, Study 1 

Interview condition Phase Mean SD n 

Direct questioning 1   35 
 2   35 
 3 4.17 2.36 35 

Early disclosure 1 8.60 1.03 35 
 2 7.69 1.11 35 
 3 4.46 2.48 35 

Non-disclosure 1 8.15 1.02 35 
 2 7.44 2.02 35 
 3 5.26 2.48 35 

Strategic disclosure 1 7.66 1.51 35 
 2 6.69 2.62 35 

  3 4.49 2.57 35 

Note: Higher values indicate greater consistency with the evidence (or actual activities)  
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Figure 1.1 

Distributions of statement-evidence consistency, across the interview conditions and crime 

phases (Study 1) 

Note: Each row of panels represents an interview condition. Each column represents a 

phase in the interview. In each panel, the horizontal axis represents statement-evidence 

consistency (or information disclosure consistent with the facts). 
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We predicted what has reliably occurred in past experiments with similar 

methods: that participants interviewed with tactics that do not disclose evidence at all (i.e., 

the Non-Disclosure condition) would provide statements highly discrepant with the 

evidence. Here, we observed that participants in all interview conditions, including the 

Non-Disclosure condition, provided statements that were nearly perfectly consistent with 

the evidence in the first two phases of the interview. In the third (critical) phase of the 

interview, there was wide variation in participants’ behavior, with group means near the 

center of the scale. As these results were wholly unexpected and are clearly inconsistent 

with the hypotheses, we have eschewed inferential statistical testing of the hypotheses. 

Discussion 

 
Study 1 was designed to examine how different interviewing tactics would elicit 

statement-evidence inconsistencies from guilty suspects regarding a critical aspect of the 

crime.  The outcome of the study was unexpected and did not replicate previous findings in 

the SUE research. To understand the outcome, we explored our data and the design of the 

study. We found that irrespective of whether guilty suspects were confronted with 

evidence or not, they were forthcoming with information regarding the non-critical aspects 

of the crime and withheld information regarding the critical topic. This was probably 

because the non-critical aspects of the crime would not incriminate the suspect but 

revealing information regarding the critical aspect of the crime would incriminate the 

suspect. The suspect could view revealing information regarding less incriminating aspects 

of the crime as a way for the interviewer to view them as forthcoming and cooperative.   

The implicit assumption in previous SUE studies was that guilty suspects are 

consistent with evidence only when confronted with evidence. Until now, researchers in 

the area of the SUE technique implicitly assumed that there was a direct relationship 

between statement-evidence consistency and perception of interviewer’s prior knowledge. 

However, what was striking from the outcome of this study was that the guilty suspects’ 

statements were consistent with the evidence in phases one and two of the crime, 
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irrespective of the interview conditions. While we expected that they would conceal 

information in phase three, we did not expect that they would be as forthcoming with 

information regarding the other two phases of the crime. In trying to figure out why this 

was the case, it occurred to us that the information regarding phase one and two of the 

crime was not as incriminating as the information regarding phase three. It is probable that 

suspects managed their information disclosures in relation to the potential risks of those 

disclosures. That is, suspects evaluated which parts of the crime-related information would 

be less risky to reveal and what information would be costly to reveal (see Neequaye & 

Luke, 2018).  

Although the non- critical phases were part of a (simulated) criminal act, it is 

possible that participants viewed disclosing information about them to be low risk and 

therefore chose to reveal that information. At the same time, the risk associated with 

revealing more critical information is high, leading to withholding strategies. Thus, 

perhaps it is not surprising that they were consistent with evidence regarding these two 

phases and inconsistent with evidence regarding the incriminating critical phase. 

Depending on how incriminating the information is within the crime, the risk of revealing 

the information increases. If the information is not incriminating, then the risk of revealing 

this information is lower.  

Since this study was not designed to test this finding, we designed Study 2, an 

experiment to test if disclosure cost influences the relationship between statement-evidence 

consistency (SEC) and perception of the interviewer’s knowledge (PIK).  

Study 2 

 
As discussed earlier, previous research in counter-interrogation strategies has 

shown that guilty suspects generally tend to stay away from the truth and contradict the 

evidence held by the interviewer or deny their role when questioned about the crime. 

However, they often employ forthcoming strategies when confronted with evidence by 
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providing accounts that explain the evidence that exists against them in a manner that 

does not admit culpability.  

This study was designed to test if the exploratory findings from Study 1 would 

replicate. In this study we intended to test if guilty suspects statements could be consistent 

with evidence irrespective of being confronted with evidence or not, if the information 

they hold is not incriminating in nature even though it is a part of the crime. We also 

wanted to test how different evidence disclosure tactics influence guilty suspects’ counter-

interrogation strategies as a function of the inferences they make about interviewer’s prior 

knowledge. We tested three tactics adapted from Study 1, namely Early Disclosure, with- 

evidence disclosed prior to questioning the suspect about the crime-related activity, 

Strategic Disclosure, in which evidence was disclosed strategically based on the suspect’s 

responses to questions, and Non-Disclosure, where evidence was not disclosed throughout 

the questioning irrespective of the suspect’s responses.  

The varying evidence disclosure tactics were aimed to influence suspects’ 

perception of the interviewer’s prior knowledge regarding their role in crime leading to 

varying counter-interrogation strategies. We measured this in terms of how close to the 

truth the suspects stay when they reveal information regarding their activities as level of 

Statement-Evidence Consistency (SEC).   

We measured statement-evidence consistency by letting the suspect choose from 

one of four responses stated below that they believe would convince the interviewer of 

their innocence.  

1. Stay close to the truth and reveal as much information as possible (high 

consistency with evidence) 

2. Give a vague response close to the truth (moderate consistency with evidence) 

3. Avoid giving a specific response to the question (low consistency with evidence) 

4. Deny their role completely (not consistent with evidence). 

 



  

 

36 
Hypotheses 

In Study 1 we found that guilty suspects may be consistent with evidence in their 

statements when the nature of the information was not incriminating. Based on that 

finding, we expected guilty suspects to employ forthcoming strategies and to be consistent 

with evidence irrespective of whether they are confronted with evidence or not if the 

nature of information is not incriminating.  

Statement evidence consistency. The findings from Study 1 indicated that guilty 

suspects may be forthcoming with certain parts of crime-related information irrespective of 

whether they are confronted with evidence or not. This finding deviated from previous 

literature, which indicates that guilty suspects tend to be forthcoming with crime-related 

information only when they are confronted with evidence, but resort to avoiding crime-

related information or denying their role in crime when they are not confronted with 

evidence. Based on the new findings, we predicted a main effect of level of incrimination 

on statement-evidence consistency such that suspects will be more consistent with 

evidence with non-incriminating information in comparison to highly incriminating 

information. We also predicted a main effect of Evidence Disclosure tactics on statement-

evidence consistency such that a) Suspects would be more consistent with evidence in the 

Early Disclosure condition in comparison to the Strategic Disclosure condition, b) 

Suspects would be more consistent with evidence in the Strategic Disclosure condition in 

comparison to the Non-Disclosure condition, and c) Suspects would be more forthcoming 

in the Early Disclosure condition in comparison to the Non-Disclosure condition. We did 

not predict an interaction between the levels of incrimination and evidence-disclosure 

tactics, but we included an interaction term in our analysis for exploratory purposes.  

Perception of interviewer knowledge. Previous studies within the SUE literature 

indicate that guilty suspects tend to perceive that the interviewer holds more information 

regarding their role in crime when the interviewer presents the evidence held against them. 

However, they perceive that the interviewer may not hold evidence or prior information 



  

 

37 
regarding their role in crime when they are not presented with existing evidence. Based 

on this understanding, we predicted a main effect of Evidence Disclosure on PIK such that 

suspects would show an increase in PIK in the Early Disclosure and Strategic Disclosure 

conditions compared to the Non-Disclosure condition. This is because suspects perceive 

that the interviewer holds a greater amount of crime-relevant information when the 

interviewer confronts them with the evidence held. Specifically, it was expected that 

suspects would rate a higher PIK in all phases of crime in the Early Disclosure condition in 

comparison to the Strategic Disclosure condition. We predicted that suspects would show a 

higher PIK in all phases of crime in the Strategic Disclosure condition in comparison to the 

Non-Disclosure condition. Finally, we expected that suspects would have low PIK in all 

phases of crime in the Non-Disclosure condition in comparison to the Early Disclosure and 

Strategic Disclosure conditions. 

Method 

 
The study was preregistered on OSF. The materials and data are available on - 

https://osf.io/gazdq/ 

Design. This study used a 3 (Interview tactics: Early Disclosure vs. Strategic 

Disclosure vs. Non-Disclosure - between subjects) x 4 (Independent crime phases: Non-

Incriminating vs. Incriminating-within subjects) mixed model design. The crime takes 

place in four phases of which two are highly incriminating activities and two are non- 

incriminating activities. The activities were broken down into phases to facilitate the 

observations we intend to make with regards to our hypotheses. The phases can be 

randomized in their order of presentation since they are not time-bound. We designed the 

activities thus so that we can randomize the order of presentation to reduce any biases that 

could confound the results of the study. 

Participants and exclusion criteria. We recruited N = 250 MTurkers. Based on 

experience with similar procedures, we expected an estimated exclusion rate of 20%, 

which would result in approximately N = 200 (100 participants in each group) and a total 
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of 800 observations (from four within-subjects measures of SEC). A power calculation 

indicated that this sample size was sufficient to detect an effect of f2 = 0.008 (d = 0.18) 

with 80% power.  

The study included an instructional manipulation check (IMC) to assess if the 

participant was paying attention through the study. The IMC consisted of a paragraph 

about an irrelevant topic that ends with asking the participants to ignore everything they 

read and insert a particular response in the box. If they have paid attention to the content of 

this paragraph, they would insert the response specifically mentioned. If they have not paid 

attention then they would choose one of the incorrect options provided below the question.  

The participants who failed this check were excluded. We also included five additional 

attention check questions regarding a specific detail of the narrative for participants to 

respond to. These questions were to monitor if the participant was paying complete 

attention to the narrative content and the interview questions while taking part in the study. 

Participants who had less than three correct responses on these questions were excluded. 

We had a total of 216 participants (108 male, 107 female and 1 other) aged from 20 to 69 

(M= 36.98, SD= 11.10), after exclusions and a total of 864 observations.  

Procedure. The study was administered online with the survey software Qualtrics. 

Participants completed a form consisting of basic demographic details such as their gender, 

age, education and ethnicity. This was followed by a brief description of the study and 

what their participation entails and instructions. 

Participants read a crime narrative with the background story that placed them in 

the scenario of the crime. They were encouraged to immerse themselves into the role of the 

suspect. The narrative also consisted of activities the suspect carries out as part of the 

crime. The background story contained details about a revenge art theft that was carried 

out by the suspect in the house of the business partner. The suspect carried out all the 

activities related to the crime on the same evening of a party held in the house in four parts 

or phases. The activities consisted of: Highly Incriminating: (a) retrieving a key to the 
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bedroom of the business partner (b) disable a motion sensor alarm system by unlocking 

the business partner’s phone, and Not Incriminating: (c) explore the outside area from the 

bathroom on the same floor as the art piece to drop the art piece and retrieve it later (d) 

explore the view from the balcony leading to the parking lot to steal the art piece in the car. 

Carrying out these activities resulted in four pieces of evidence that the interviewer used to 

question the suspect. The pieces of evidence included fingerprints for phase one, 

eyewitness testimony for phase two and phase three, and a photograph placing the suspect 

at the scene for phase four. These activities were written such that they could be carried out 

in any order. We designed the activities in this way so that we could randomize the order 

of presentation between participants to reduce any potential order effects. They responded 

to attention check questions between these scripts.  

After completing reading the crime narrative, the participants were asked to 

imagine that the police were questioning them.  They read interview transcripts regarding 

the suspect’s activities and the transcripts represented their interactions with the detective. 

In these transcripts, they were asked to make decisions on how they would answer 

questions by the interviewer. Their task was to choose a response from four options that 

they thought would convince the interviewer of their innocence (SEC Scale), for example: 

A witness informed us that you were seen handling Mr. Hamilton’s phone on the evening 

of the party. Could you please tell me what you were doing with his phone? 

 

YOU:  

a) I took his phone mistaking it to be mine since we have the same brand and tried to 

access it with my code.  

b) I may have taken the phone mistaking it to be mine. 

c) It’s possible I took his phone but I don’t specifically remember.  

d) They must be mistaken. I did not take his phone. 

 

The options were based on mock-guilty suspects’ responses at varying levels of 

statement-evidence consistencies and counter-interrogation strategies observed in previous 

laboratory studies, ranging between being forthcoming to avoidance and denial. The first 

option indicated high consistency with evidence and the last option indicated high 

inconsistency with the evidence. The two options in between indicated avoiding details and 
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providing a vague response. We used a forced-choice response format (instead of an 

open-ended response, for example) to facilitate easier quantitative analysis. Other online 

experiments have successfully used similar procedures (see, e.g., Brimbal & Luke, 2019).  

The interview transcripts consisted of questioning related to the topics, between the 

detective and the suspect. Every participant was presented with interview transcripts 

regarding all the activities the suspect carried out. The interview transcripts were presented 

after each topic, so a total of four interview transcripts were presented to each participant. 

Depending on the experimental group, participants received interview transcripts that 

contained interview questions in one of the three techniques used in the study.  In the Early 

Disclosure condition, the interviewer discloses the held evidence early on in the interview 

during questioning. For example, “We have CCTV footage showing that you were present 

at place X. Can you tell us what you were doing there?” In the Strategic Disclosure 

condition, the interviewer asks general crime-related question. If the participant chooses a 

response that is consistent with the evidence, the interviewer discloses the statement-–

evidence consistency. If the participant chooses a response that is inconsistent with the 

evidence, an interviewer discloses the statement–evidence inconsistency. For example, 

“Were you at place X?” If the participant chose a response consistent with the evidence, 

the interviewer responds with “Your statement is consistent with the CCTV footage that 

we have with us.” If the participant chooses a response inconsistent with the evidence, the 

interviewer confronts the participant with “We have CCTV footage showing that you were 

at place X. It is evident that you are withholding information.” In the Non-disclosure 

condition, the interviewer asks general crime-related question. The evidence held by the 

interviewer will not be disclosed in this technique. For example, “Were you at place X?”   

After being interviewed, the participants filled out the PIK Scale: the suspect’s 

perception of how much knowledge the interviewer had about the suspect’s role in crime 

(1 = Knew nothing, 10 = Knew everything). Participants were then directed to the 
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debriefing page where they were informed about the premise of the study following 

which; the payment for their participation was released.  

Results 

 
Hypotheses-testing approach. To test the hypotheses we fit linear mixed effects 

models with Interview Condition and Level of Incrimination and their interaction terms as 

fixed effects. We also included random intercepts for each subject (nested in the order in 

which the phases were presented) and for each of the four crime phases.  

Statement-evidence consistency (SEC). As predicted, we found a significant main 

effect of level of incrimination on statement-evidence consistency, such that suspects were 

more consistent in low incrimination phases than high incrimination phases (see Tables 1.2 

and 1.3). We also observed the predicted main effect of interview condition, such that 

participants in the Non-Disclosure condition were less consistent with the evidence 

compared to the Early Disclosure condition. One can see in the frequency distributions 

illustrated in Figure 1.2 that in the Early Disclosure condition demonstrated a strong 

tendency to be consistent with the evidence in Low Incrimination phases, but in High 

Incrimination phases, they were nearly evenly split between being highly consistent and 

highly inconsistent. In stark contrast, participants in the Non-Disclosure condition also 

tended to be consistent with the evidence in the Low Incrimination phases but to a lower 

extent than in the Early Disclosure condition. However, in the High Incrimination phases, 

those in the Strategic Disclosure condition strongly tended to be inconsistent with the 

evidence. 

There was no significant difference in consistency between the Early Disclosure 

and Strategic Disclosure conditions for the Low Incrimination phases, and comparing the 

coefficients for the Non-Disclosure and Strategic Disclosure conditions indicated that the 

Non-Disclosure condition tended to be significantly less consistent with the evidence, z = -

2.56, p = .005. However, there was a significant interaction such that suspects in the 
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Strategic Disclosure condition tended to be more consistent with the evidence compared 

to the Early Disclosure condition in the High Incrimination phases.  

 

Figure 1.2 

Distributions of statement evidence consistencies across interview conditions and levels of 

incrimination (Study 2) 

Note: Each row of panels represents a level of incrimination (high vs. low). Each column 

of panels represents an interview condition. On each panel, the horizontal axis represents 

statement-evidence consistency. 

 

Table 1.2 

Descriptive statistics for statement-evidence consistency and perceived interviewer 

knowledge, Study 2 

Statement evidence inconsistency     

Interview Condition Level of Incrimination Mean SD 

Early Disclosure Low 3.36 0.80 

 High 2.40 1.28 

Non-Disclosure Low 2.78 1.10 

 High 1.82 1.08 

Strategic Disclosure Low 3.28 0.86 

 High 2.64 1.21 
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Perceived interviewer knowledge     

Early Disclosure Low 4.45 3.29 

 High 4.38 3.29 

Non-Disclosure Low 3.81 2.99 

 High 3.68 2.98 

Strategic Disclosure Low 5.16 3.39 

  High 5.01 3.29 

Note: Higher values indicate greater consistency with the evidence or higher perceived 

interviewer knowledge 

 

 

Table 1.3 

Mixed effects model: Statement-Evidence Consistency as a function of evidence Disclosure 

and Level of Incrimination, Study 2 

Fixed effects      

Term b SE df t p 

Intercept (Early Disclosure, Low 

Incrimination) 
3.36 0.16 3.6 14.96 < .001 

Non-Disclosure -0.58 0.13 406.7 4.34 < .001 

Strategic Disclosure -0.08 0.14 406.7 1.63 .58 

High Incrimination -0.95 0.21 2.7 4.53 .025 

Non-Disclosure*High Incrimination 0.004 0.15 643 0.03 .98 

Strategic Disclosure*High 

Incrimination 
0.32 0.16 643 2.01 .045 

Random effects      

Term 

Subjects nested in orders 

SD 

0.54 
    

Phase 0.19     

R2 = .497, RMSE = 0.846      

Note: t-tests used Satterthwaite approximated degrees of freedom. Both factors use 

treatment contrasts. The reference group for interview condition is Early Disclosure, and 

the reference group for level of incrimination is Low Incrimination. 

 Perception of interviewer’s knowledge (PIK). As can be seen in Table 1.4, there 

were non-significant trends in the expected directions, such that PIK in the Non-Disclosure 

condition was lower than the Early Disclosure condition, and PIK in the Strategic 
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Disclosure condition was higher than the Early Disclosure condition. There was no 

interaction between interview condition and level of incrimination. 

 

Table 1.4 

Mixed effects model: Perception of Interviewer’s Knowledge as a function of Evidence 

Disclosure and Level of Incrimination, Study 2 

Fixed effects      

Term b SE df t p 

Intercept (Early Disclosure) 4.45 0.46 6 9.48 < .001 

Non-Disclosure -0.65 0.35 247 1.97 .069 

Strategic Disclosure 0.70 0.38 247 1.84 .067 

High Incrimination -0.07 0.13 3231 0.54 .59 

Non-Disclosure*High Incrimination -0.05 0.19 3231 0.28 .78 

Strategic Disclosure*High 

Incrimination 
-0.08 0.20 3231 0.38 .71 

Random effects      

Term 

Subjects nested in orders 

SD 

2.06 
    

Phase 0.79     

R2 = .499, RMSE = 2.294      

Note: t-tests used Satterthwaite approximated degrees of freedom. Both factors use 

treatment contrasts. The reference group for interview condition is Early Disclosure, and 

the reference group for level of incrimination is Low Incrimination. 

 

Discussion  

 
Study 2 was designed to test if guilty suspects statements will be consistent with 

evidence irrespective of evidence disclosure or not, if the crime-related information they 

hold is not incriminating in nature. We also wanted to test how different evidence 

disclosure tactics influence guilty suspects’ counter-interrogation strategies as a function of 

the inferences they make about interviewer’s prior knowledge. As predicted, we found that 

guilty suspects are consistent with evidence if the crime-related information they have to 
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reveal is not incriminating in nature in comparison to when the information is 

incriminating in nature.  We also found that perception of interviewer knowledge was 

higher in the two evidence disclosure conditions in comparison to the non-disclosure 

condition.  

The results suggest that guilty suspects are influenced not only by their perception 

of interviewer’s prior knowledge but also by how risky it is to reveal certain crime-related 

information in the interview. As we expected, the degree to which admitting to an activity 

is incriminating seems to influence guilty suspects’ decision to be consistent with 

evidence. That is, suspects could be forthcoming with crime-related information if it is 

perceived less incriminating. Hence, the suspect would reveal non-incriminating 

information irrespective of the perception of information held by the interviewer against 

them since it is less costly, even though it is a part of the crime.  

General Discussion 

 
In Study 1 we tested evidence disclosure and non-disclosure questioning tactics to 

elicit statement-evidence inconsistencies in guilty suspects. We expected that when guilty 

suspects were not confronted with evidence about any part of the crime, there would be 

high statement-evidence inconsistencies in comparison to when they are confronted with 

evidence. We observed an unexpected pattern in guilty suspects’ behavior that was not in 

line with previous findings within the SUE paradigm (Hartwig et al., 2014; Granhag et al., 

2015; Tekin et al., 2015; Tekin et al., 2016; Tekin et al., 2017).  

Guilty suspects were found to be forthcoming with some parts of information 

related to the crime and withholding with others irrespective of whether they were 

confronted with evidence or not. On further exploration as to why these unexpected 

findings surfaced from the study, we realized that guilty suspects were forthcoming with 

crime-related information that was not very incriminating in nature while they withheld 

information that was incriminating in nature in all the interview conditions. To explore this 
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unanticipated finding, we designed and tested this in Study 2 that replicated our findings 

from Study 1 shedding light on what produced the unexpected findings.  

Previous literature in the SUE paradigm has demonstrated that the relationship 

between a guilty suspect’s statement-evidence consistencies is directly correlated with 

their perception of interviewer’s prior knowledge (Granhag et al., 2015; Granhag et al., 

2018; Hartwig et al., 2014; Granhag et al., 2013; Luke et al., 2014; Tekin et al., 2015; 

Tekin et al., 2016; Tekin et al., 2017). In both the studies, we present new evidence that 

this relationship is influenced by a second factor, disclosure cost (see Neequaye et al., 

2018). Guilty suspects are consistent with evidence irrespective of whether they perceive 

the interviewer to hold evidence against them, if the information is not risky to reveal. 

When the risk of revealing the information is higher, guilty suspects’ statements become 

less consistent with the evidence. Although this finding was exploratory in Study 1, we 

found support for this in Study 2.  

The SUE paradigm studies have produced robust findings regarding the 

relationship between guilty suspects’ verbal strategies and their perception of interviewer’s 

prior knowledge until now. The findings of the current studies in this paper are novel 

within the SUE literature. The aspect of disclosure costs explored and tested in this paper 

adds to the psycho-legal literature by providing interviewers and researchers a new 

direction to understand information management by guilty suspects. It also suggests that 

the decision-making process of guilty suspects regarding the information they reveal in 

custodial interviews is more complex than our earlier understanding. This provides us with 

the insight that there may be other factors such as the physical setting of the interview 

room, or the way in which investigative questions are phrased that influence a guilty 

suspect’s cognitive processes related to information management during police interviews. 

The finding regarding guilty suspects being forthcoming with less incriminating 

information and withholding more incriminating information might superficially seem like 

an obvious outcome. However, while the implicit assumption has been that guilty suspects 
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generally do not disclose crime-related information if they are not confronted with 

evidence, the findings suggest that suspects may disclose information about their criminal 

activities if doing so poses relatively few risks.  

The findings could have important practical implications. One implication is that 

the elicitation of less incriminating details could assist in further investigation. Consider a 

situation in which investigators have circumstantial evidence against a suspect. In 

questioning that suspect, they might prioritize asking about less incriminating activities, in 

order to increase the likelihood of the suspect providing useful new information (if the 

suspect is guilty). The investigators could then follow leads from any new information 

disclosed.  If subsequently they find stronger evidence regarding the suspects’ role in the 

crime, they could potentially strategically use that evidence in a later interview.  

The findings also suggest that the interviewer might be able to elicit more critical 

and incriminating information by inducing the suspect to talk about less incriminating 

activities. That is, the interviewer could start by questioning about the less incriminating 

details and gather a lot of “trivial” information and then make a shift to questioning about 

the critical details. Thus, when suspects provide a detailed account of the less incriminating 

activities, it would be hard for them to shift suddenly to denial, since this would indicate 

high suspicion to the interviewer. Differently put, the guilty suspect has to maintain the 

impression of innocence that they have tried to establish with the interviewer and a sudden 

shift in this behavior would affect the impression held by the interviewer.  
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CHAPTER 3: How do the Questions Asked Affect Suspects’ Perceptions of the 

Interviewer’s Prior Knowledge? 

Abstract 

 
The aim of this study was to understand how the question-content influences guilty 

suspects’ inferences regarding prior information held by the interviewer about the 

suspect’s crime-related activities. We explored three question content factors, namely 

Topic Discussion (whether a specific crime-related topic was discussed at all), Specificity 

(crime-related details within questions), and Stressors (emphasis on the importance of the 

information in the question). Participants (N= 370) assumed the role of a suspect, read a 

crime narrative and an interview transcript based on the suspect’s activities. Participants 

responded to scales that measured their perception of interviewer’s knowledge (PIK) based 

on the questions posed by the interviewer in the transcripts. We found that questioning 

about a specific crime-related topic (Topic Discussion) increased their PIK. This study is 

the first to explore the underlying mechanisms of how suspects draw inferences regarding 

the interviewer’s prior knowledge through the content of the investigative questions 

adopting concepts of psycholinguistic theory. 
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Introduction 

 
Imagine that you overhear the following conversation between two friends:  

John: Was Lisa at Rob's party last night? 

Mike: The spouses weren’t invited.  

From just this short exchange, you probably learned a great deal about what is 

going on. You can probably tell that (1) Rob threw a party last night; (2) John knew that 

Mike was either present at Rob’s party or had information regarding the party; (3) John 

was not at the party; (4) Lisa is the spouse of someone present at the party; (5) John and 

Mike both know who Lisa is; (6) Mike knows that John knows who Lisa is; (7) Lisa was 

not at the party; and (8) John did know whether Lisa was at the party prior to hearing 

Mike’s response, but he presumably now knows she was not.  

None of these enumerated conclusions are likely to surprise you, but you may have 

drawn these inferences so easily and spontaneously that you hardly noticed how much you 

learned from just two utterances. Strikingly, it is easy to arrive confidently at these 

inferences despite their not being directly stated. Superficially, Mike’s response does not 

actually answer John’s question, and yet it is not difficult to understand the implication and 

see how he has, in fact, provided an adequate answer to John’s inquiry. With a little 

reflection on personal experience, it is easy to see that human communication ubiquitously 

relies on this kind of “reading between the lines” in order to infer unstated assumptions. 

We draw inferences and make implications in this manner virtually every time we 

communicate with other people – cutting logical corners and leaving many assumptions 

unsaid, with little or no loss of understanding. 

How exactly do we do this? Psycholinguists have endeavored, for several decades, 

to provide an answer to this question (e.g., Grice, 1975; Harris & Monaco, 1978; Sperber 

& Wilson, 1995). This area of psycholinguistics – the study of pragmatic implicature – is 

concerned with human communication in general, but here, we are particularly interested 
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in a specific context in which inferred and implied information can be of especially high 

practical value: police interviews and interrogations. 

We are not the first to argue that pragmatic implication and inference have 

important consequences in police interviewing. For example, Kassin and McNall (1991) 

have argued that downplaying the moral seriousness of a crime or providing reasonable 

explanations for why the suspect may have committed the offense – a common accusatory 

interrogation technique known as minimization (for a description of this technique, see 

Kassin et al., 2010) – can pragmatically imply that the suspect will receive more lenient 

treatment if he or she confesses to the crime in question, even though this promise is never 

directly offered. However, to the best of our knowledge, there has been no previous 

empirical research examining how suspects might use the content and phrasing of 

interview questions to draw inferences about what the interrogator knows and what 

evidence he or she might possess – that is, what we might call perceived interviewer 

knowledge (PIK).   

Perceived interviewer knowledge is theorized to be an important determinant of a 

suspect’s behavior in police interviews (Granhag & Hartwig, 2015). Specifically, 

perceived interviewer knowledge may influence a suspect’s perception of how best to act 

in order to convince the interviewer that he or she is innocent. Consequently, the suspect’s 

strategy for convincing the interviewer impacts the amount of potentially incriminating 

information the suspect is prone to disclose (Granhag, Hartwig, Mac Giolla & Clemens, 

2015; Granhag, Rangmar & Strömwall, 2015; Oleszkiewicz, Granhag, & Kleinman, 2014). 

Currently the research points out to how suspects draw inferences regarding the 

interviewer’s prior knowledge primarily as a function of evidence disclosure – that is, the 

interviewer directly stating the evidential basis of his or her knowledge (see Granhag & 

Hartwig, 2015; Granhag, Hartwig, et.al, 2015; Granhag, Rangmar, et al, 2015). However, 

given how readily people draw inferences about others’ knowledge and motives from what 

they say and how they say it, it is plausible that suspects draw inferences about the 
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interviewer’s knowledge from the mere content and phrasing of interview questions – 

without any evidence being disclosed. 

We propose that suspects, particularly guilty suspects use the content and phrasing 

of interview questions to draw inferences about the interviewer’s crime relevant 

knowledge (viz. how much they know about what actually happened during a crime) and 

the interviewer’s objectives. More specifically, we hypothesize that (1) the mere act of 

asking questions about a given topic will suggest the interviewer is more knowledgeable 

about that topic; (2) when interview questions request more specific information, people 

will infer that the interviewer is more knowledgeable; and (3) when the interviewer 

emphasizes the importance of requested information, people will infer that the interviewer 

is less knowledgeable. We derive these broad predictions from past psycholinguistic 

literature, which we review below. 

Pragmatic Inferences from Questions: Relevance Theory 

Building on Grice’s (1975) influential work on the “logic of conversation,” Sperber 

and Wilson (1995) proposed relevance theory to better understand how people interpret 

and draw pragmatic inferences from utterances. The theory places special emphasis on the 

relevance of information, as its name suggests. Grice (1975) postulated that conversations 

operate according to, among several implicit rules, a principle that prescribes that each 

utterance is relevant. However, Grice was not specific about what was meant by 

“relevant.” Relevance theory aims to clarify the construct of relevance and explicate its 

role in pragmatic inference and implication. 

According to relevance theory, we draw inferences with the assumption that 

speakers are trying to make understanding their utterances as easy as possible. That is, we 

implicitly assume that the simplest, most easily available but most informative 

interpretation of the utterance is the correct one. This does not mean that the intended 

meaning of any given utterance is simplistic; rather, it means that we assume utterances are 

informative and then guess about what also must be true in order for the utterance to be 
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informative in whatever context in which we are operating. In the example above, 

Mike’s response (“The spouses weren’t invited.”) does not contain a literal answer to 

John’s question. However, we can obtain the intended meaning by assuming that Mike’s 

utterance does in fact answer the question and deducing what else could be true in order to 

make the utterance informative. Relevance theory posits that we implicitly work 

backwards from the assumption that the utterance does contain an answer and therefore 

(correctly) hypothesize that Lisa must be a spouse of someone at the party, as that is the 

most straightforward explanation as to how the superficially uninformative utterance 

actually contains relevant information (for a more thorough treatment of relevance theory, 

see Sperber & Wilson, 1995). 

When John asks the question to Mike, the relevance of his question not only 

depends on the context but also for whom the answer to the question is relevant. In this 

case, Mike can assume that the answer to John’s question is relevant to John and respond 

accordingly. When John asks Mike if Lisa was present at Rob’s party the previous night, 

the question already provides Mike the cues to assume what would be relevant to John as a 

response. In other words, John has already indicated to Mike that he holds some 

information about the context (i.e., Rob’s party the previous night) without explicitly 

stating what he knows, and the information he specifically seeks (i.e., Lisa’s presence at 

the party). Mike now has information that a response informing John if Lisa was present at 

the party or not would be relevant to John. Hence relevance theory posits that we make 

inferences regarding what the speaker already knows and what they intend to learn, using 

the content of questions and context. We then decide an appropriate response based on 

these inferences and assumptions (for a more complete description of interrogatives in 

relevance theory, see, Clark, 1991). 

Pragmatic Inferences during Police Interviews  

Drawing from our understanding of how people draw inferences in an everyday 

context as illustrated in the examples above, we will now apply this understanding to 
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inferences drawn by guilty suspects in police interviews. Specifically, we will examine 

factors related to the content of questions which may influence guilty suspects’ inferences 

regarding how much prior knowledge the interviewer already holds regarding the suspect’s 

role in crime namely: (a) topic-discussion- discussing about a specific crime-related topic, 

(b) level of specificity- including specific crime-related details, and (c) stressor-

emphasizing on specific crime-related detail.  

Earlier, we introduced John and Mike as friends having a conversation in an 

everyday scenario. We will now discuss the factors mentioned above with the following 

context where John is a detective and Mike is a suspect in the case of Lisa’s disappearance 

from Rob’s party: 

John: What was Lisa doing while you were at Rob’s party last night? 

Mike: I think she was at the movies with a friend.  

Topic discussion. When a specific topic is merely discussed or questioned about, 

this indicates that the speaker discussing or asking the question about that topic has some 

amount of background knowledge about the topic (Clark, 1991).  For example, in the 

exchange above, Mike being the suspect could infer from John’s question that John has 

some knowledge about the context (Rob’s party) and the people involved, but he does not 

seem to know what Lisa was specifically doing and is hence seeking new information.  

 Level of specificity. The information that is relevant to John in this context is 

different and John is now looking for information regarding Lisa’s activities and not her 

whereabouts as in the earlier context. Thus, if a question is more general, such as a request 

for information (Sperber & Wilson, 1995), like John’s question to Mike above, the 

assumption is that the speaker has relatively little information about the background 

(Jacobsen, 2010) and a response with basic information would suffice as a relevant 

response. 

However, imagine John instead asked a more specific question such as, “Was Lisa 

at the movies when you were at Rob’s party last night?” Here, it seems that John may hold 
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some specific information about Lisa’s whereabouts and is seeking confirmation. A 

relevant response in this context would be Mike confirming or denying Lisa being at the 

movies or possibly providing specific information about her location. A response 

addressing the detail in the question with more specific details would be considered as a 

relevant response (Sperber &Wilson, 1995).   

It is also possible for a speaker to communicate incorrect information through a 

question. When the speaker asks a specific question with correct details like in the example 

illustrated above, the inference is more straightforward. However, if the specific question 

contains incorrect details, it could lead to an ambiguous situation where the listener can 

make different inferences regarding why the speaker has communicated incorrect 

information. For example, the listener can infer that the speaker is ignorant about the 

correct information in the context and hence requires a response with the correct detail to 

be relevant; or that the speaker holds some prior information for which they require a 

response that might confirm or decline their prior knowledge as correct. For instance, if 

John were to ask Mike “Was Lisa at the bar when you were at Rob’s party last night?” 

Mike could infer either that John may be ignorant of the correct information (that Lisa was 

at the movies) or may strategically be trying to gather correct information from Mike 

through his response. Mike could respond by telling John that Lisa was at the movies and 

not at a bar. He might even perceive that John wants Mike to give him correct details as a 

confirmation on the information he already holds. Hence, a relevant response when the 

listener is presented with incorrect details in a question would be providing the correct 

detail to either offer the speaker with new information or confirm already known 

information (Sperber & Wilson, 1995). Because incorrect information could plausibly 

result in qualitatively different inferences, below, we make competing predictions in our 

study, which we refer to as the Ignorance hypothesis and Strategic Inference hypothesis. 

Stressor. Now let us consider how emphasis on specific details within questions 

could influence inferences. If John were to emphasize the importance of a specific detail in 
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any of the questions above, Mike would infer that a response regarding the detail would 

be most relevant for John and that John is seeking information related to that specific detail 

since he is bringing Mike’s attention to that detail. For instance if John were to ask, “Mike, 

this information is critical: Was Lisa at the movies when you were at Rob’s party last 

night?” Mike could infer that John is seeking information specifically about Lisa being at 

the movies due to the emphasis John placed on this information. So a response confirming 

or denying this particular detail would be the most relevant to John. Emphasizing 

particular content in a question would lead to the inference that the speaker holds some 

information regarding that detail and probably less or no information about any other 

aspect of the context.  

The Present Study 

Based on the theoretical understanding described above, we designed the present 

study to examine factors that may influence inferences people tend to draw regarding 

crime-related knowledge of the interviewer from what they say. As illustrated in the 

examples, we tested how changing small details within a question would influence what 

the suspect thinks the interviewer already knows. We specifically tested three question 

content factors that could influence the inferences suspects made regarding the 

interviewer’s prior knowledge namely topic discussion, specificity and stressor (described 

later).    

As discussed early on, we predicted that questioning about a topic would lead the 

suspect to infer a higher knowledge about that topic. When the interviewer asked questions 

with specific detail we predicted that the correct details would infer more knowledge about 

that detail and the incorrect details may infer less knowledge. It may be asked 

corroboratory purposes about that detail as well. We also predicted that emphasizing 

specific detail in the questions leads to an inference of knowledge only about the 

emphasized detail and hence a lower knowledge about the overall crime. We labeled our 
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predictions as Knowledge Inference and Goal Inference hypotheses based on the 

specific measures that tested these hypotheses.  

The procedure and hypotheses were preregistered on the Open Science Framework 

(OSF; osf.io/7z6sf) prior to data collection and the analysis plan was preregistered prior to 

analysis. 

Method 

 
Independent Variables 

The three main factors we tested in this study are as follows:  

Topic discussion: whether or not the interviewer addressed the specific crime-

related activity and asked questions about the topic.  

Level of specificity:  the amount of crime related detail that was included in the 

question. Three levels of specificity were tested. (a) General- consisted of broad 

questions without specific crime-related details. b) Specific Correct- consisted of 

questions with specific correct crime-related details, and (c) Specific Incorrect- 

consisted of questions with specific incorrect crime-related details. 

Stressor: emphasis on specific detail that the interviewer placed on in the question.  

Design 

The study used a 3 (Question type: General vs. Specific Correct vs. Specific 

Incorrect - between subjects) x 2 (Stressor conditions: Without Stressor vs. With Stressor - 

between subjects) x 2 (Topic discussion: Discussed vs. Not Discussed – within subjects) 

mixed model design. 

Participants  

We recruited N = 434 MTurkers as participants, to account for exclusions. We 

excluded the data of 64 participants who failed an instructional manipulation check (IMC) 

and attention check questions included in the survey. For the IMC, participants had to read 

an irrelevant paragraph about a certain topic that ended with an instruction to ignore the 
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content they read and respond with a plus sign. For the attention checks, participants 

answered simple factual questions regarding the content of the transcript they had read. We 

excluded data from participants who failed to respond correctly to 2 or more of these 3 

attention questions. Our final sample included N = 370 (307 females and 63 males; 19-72 

years; M= 37.89, SD= 11.51) participants. Power calculations indicated that a sample size 

of this size was sufficient to detect an effect of f = 0.21 with 95% power. 

Procedure 

The study was administered online using Qualtrics. Participants completed a form 

consisting of basic demographic details such as their gender, age, education, and ethnicity. 

A brief description of the study and instructions to take part in the study followed this.  

Participants read a crime narrative with the background story that placed them in 

the scenario of the crime. The crime narrative was about an illegal guns trading where the 

suspect who poses as a mechanic carries out illegal activities to transport gun shipments. 

They are encouraged to immerse themselves into the role of the suspect. The narrative 

consists of three activities the suspect carries out as part of the crime: (a) shipment of the 

illegal gun parts in an art museum through a truck driver; (b) obtaining illegal paperwork 

for shipments from a Police Officer working from the inside; and (c) shipment of the 

illegal gun parts on a shipping dockyard with the help of the loading manager. The 

activities were written such that they could be carried out in any order. We designed the 

activities in this way so that we could randomize the order of presentation to reduce order 

effects. Participants responded to attention check questions between these scripts.  

After they completed reading the crime narrative, they read interview transcripts 

regarding the suspect’s activities and the transcripts represented the exchange between the 

suspect and the detective. They responded to a rating scale about how much prior 

knowledge they thought the interviewer had on a scale of 0 (low) to 10 (high) after they 

read the transcript regarding each crime-related activity. We referred to this as the 

Knowledge Inference Scale. The rating scale was presented as a set of three questions; one 
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for each specific activity. The scale consisted of how much prior knowledge they 

thought the interviewer had about the activity that was questioned about in the transcript 

presented and also about the other two activities that were either presented earlier or not 

presented.  Participants responded to this scale 3 times in total (once after each topic 

interview) adding up to 9 measures of PIK. We coded the measures as topic discussion 

(whether the specific interview transcript for the specific activity was discussed or not 

discussed).   

Once they completed reading and responding to all the interview transcripts and the 

rating scales, they were presented with another rating scale measuring to what extent the 

suspect believed the interviewer wanted to obtain new information, corroborate existing 

information and obtain a confession. We referred to this as the Goal Inference Scale. The 

scale was rated between 0 indicating Not Likely at all and 10 indicating Highly Likely. 

After they responded to this scale the study was complete. They are debriefed about the 

purpose of the study following which they receive their compensation for participating in 

the study.  

Hypotheses 

Knowledge inference hypotheses.  These predictions are based on the extent to 

which the interviewer’s questions imply previous knowledge about each topic; we made 

the following predictions for the suspect’s PIK.  

1. PIK measured by the 3 Knowledge Inference scales in the General No- Stressor 

condition will be low on the theme for which the interview has been presented and 

low on the themes for which the interview has not been presented yet.  

2. PIK in the General Stressor condition will be moderate on the theme for which 

the interview has been presented and low on the themes for which the interview has 

not been presented yet.  
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3. PIK in the Specific Correct No-Stressor condition will be moderate on the 

theme for which the interview has been presented and low on the themes for which 

the interview has not been presented yet. 

4. PIK in the Specific Correct Stressor condition will be high on the theme for 

which the interview has been presented and moderate on the themes for which the 

interview has not been presented yet. 

As discussed in the earlier sections where the detective asks questions with 

incorrect information, this represents a more complex inferential situation leading to 

competing hypotheses. We hence have competing hypotheses, which we refer to as 

ignorance hypothesis and strategic inference hypothesis.  

 5. Ignorance Hypothesis: a) PIK in the Specific Incorrect No- Stressor condition 

will be low on the theme for which the interview has been presented and low on the 

themes for which the interview has not been presented yet.  b) PIK the Specific 

Incorrect Stressor condition will be low on the theme for which the interview has 

been presented and low on the themes for which the interview has not been 

presented yet. 

6. Strategic Inference Hypothesis: a) PIK in the Specific Incorrect No-Stressor 

condition will be moderate on the theme for which the interview has been presented 

and moderate on the themes for which the interview has not been presented yet.        

b) PIK in the Specific Incorrect Stressor condition will be high on the theme for 

which the interview has been presented and moderate on the themes for which the 

interview has not been presented yet. 

Goal inference hypotheses. These predictions are based on the extent to which the 

interviewer’s questions imply specific motivations to gather new information, corroborate 

with existing information or obtain a confession.  We made the following predictions: 
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7. Perception of interviewer’s motivation for new information will be higher in 

General and Specific Incorrect conditions in comparison to the Specific Correct 

condition. 

8. Perception of interviewer’s motivation for admissions/confessions will be higher 

in the Specific Correct condition in comparison to General and Specific Incorrect 

conditions.  

9. Perception of interviewer’s motivation for corroborating information will be 

higher in General conditions in comparison to Specific Correct and Specific 

Incorrect conditions.  

Results 

 
Hypotheses Tests 

Knowledge inference hypotheses. To test the Knowledge Inference hypotheses, 

we fit a linear mixed effects model with Specificity, Stressor, Topic Discussion, and their 

interaction terms as fixed effects. We also included random intercepts for subjects nested 

under different conditions, order in which the Topics/crime phases were discussed, and for 

each of the three crime phases.  

As predicted, we found a significant main effect of Topic Discussion on perceived 

interviewer knowledge such that guilty suspects inferred that the interviewer had more 

knowledge about a crime-related topic that was questioned about that seemed to increase 

PIK of other topics that were not questioned about. We did not observe the predicted 

effects for level of Specificity and Stressors. However, we noted that emphasizing on the 

questions content with Stressors seemed to overall reduce the suspect’s perception of the 

interviewer’s background knowledge in all the Specificity conditions, though this pattern 

was not significant. We also observed that Specific Correct details seemed to influence 

PIK in the expected direction such that the suspect inferred slightly higher interviewer 
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knowledge in this condition in comparison to General and Specific Incorrect details (see 

Figure 2.1 and Tables 2.1 and 2.2).   

 

Table 2.1 

Mixed effects model: Perception of Interviewer’s Knowledge as a function of level of 

Specificity, Stressor and Topic Discussion  

  

Fixed effects           

Term b SE df t p 

Intercept (General) 5.37 0.54 3.4 9.99 < .001 

Specific Correct 0.71 0.36 592.9 1.95 0.051 

Specific Incorrect -0.08 0.37 592.7 -0.2 0.83 

With Stressor -0.06 0.37 592.7 -0.16 0.86 

Topic Discussion 0.51 0.18 2952.1 2.78 < .001 

Specific Correct: With Stressor -0.68 0.52 588.7 -1.3 0.19 

Specific Incorrect: With Stressor -0.17 0.53 592.4 -0.32 0.74 

Specific Correct: Topic Discussed -0.76 0.26 2952.1 -2.97 < .001 

Specific Incorrect: Topic Discussed 0.08 0.26 2952.1 0.32 0.74 

With Stressor: Topic Discussed -0.15 0.26 2952 -0.57 0.56 

Specific Correct: With Stressor: Topic 

Discussed 

0.83 0.37 2952 2.28 < .01 

Specific Incorrect: With Stressor: Topic 

Discussed 

-0.07 0.37 2952 -0.19 0.85 

Random effects           

Term SD         

Subjects 1.68 

Order of topics discussed 0.14 
    

Topics discussed 0.81         

 Note: t-tests used Satterthwaite approximated degrees of freedom. Both factors use 

treatment contrasts. The reference group for Topic Discussion is Topic Discussed, 

Specificity condition is General and Stressor is With Stressor. 
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Table 2.2 

Descriptive statistics for perception of interviewer knowledge  

 

Specificity 
Topic 

Discussion 
Stressor Mean SD SE Observations 

General Not Discussed Not Present 5.36 2.76 0.20 192 

General Not Discussed Present 5.33 2.99 0.22 186 

General Discussed Not Present 5.91 2.63 0.13 384 

General Discussed Present 5.67 2.89 0.15 372 

Specific Correct Not Discussed Not Present 6.07 2.67 0.19 192 

Specific Correct Not Discussed Present 5.30 3.01 0.22 183 

Specific Correct Discussed Not Present 5.82 2.76 0.14 384 

Specific Correct Discussed Present 5.78 2.84 0.15 366 

Specific Incorrect Not Discussed Not Present 5.24 2.72 0.20 177 

Specific Incorrect Not Discussed Present 5.09 2.64 0.20 180 

Specific Incorrect Discussed Not Present 5.90 2.59 0.14 354 

Specific Incorrect Discussed Present 5.40 2.46 0.13 360 

 

Note: Higher values indicate higher perceived interviewer knowledge (PIK).  
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Figure 2.1 

Means of PIK across Topic Discussion, Specificity and Stressor conditions 

 

Note: Each panel represents an effect of topic discussion, i.e., whether a crime-related 

topic is discussed or not across the specificity and stressor conditions. The bars represent 

the increase in mean values across the specificity and stressor conditions as a function of 

topic discussion.   
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Goal inference hypotheses. We ran two-way ANOVAs to assess the effect of 

Specificity and Stressors on the goal inference measures. We predicted a main effect of the 

Specificity conditions on the goal inference measures. We did not predict a main effect of 

Stressor or an interaction between levels of Specificity and Stressor. The analyses show 

that there were no significant main effects or interactions (see Table 2.3). The hypotheses 

were not supported. 

Table 2.3 

Main effects and interactions of factors on Goal Inferences 

Goal Inference Factors Sum of 

Squares 

df F p 

New Information Specificity 34.02 2, 364 2.58 0.07  
Stressor 0.44 1, 364 0.06 0.79  
Specificity* Stressor 7.14 2, 364 0.54 0.58 

Confession Specificity 0.612 2, 364 0.04 0.96  
Stressor 14.229 1, 364 1.67 0.19  
Specificity* Stressor 3.909 2, 364 0.23 0.79 

Corroboration Specificity 0.884 2, 364 0.13 0.88  
Stressor 0.076 1, 364 0.02 0.88 

  Specificity* Stressor 9.468 2, 364 1.42 0.24 

 

Discussion 

 
The present study assessed how different content in investigative questions 

influence guilty suspects’ perception of interviewer’s prior knowledge. Specifically, we 

tested how questioning about a specific topic, including varying amount of detail and 

emphasizing on particular detail in a question would influence suspects’ perceived 

interviewer’s knowledge. We found that questioning about a specific topic, what we 

referred to as topic discussion, led the suspect to perceive the interviewer to have higher 

knowledge about that topic in comparison to other topics. However, we did not find 

support for our predictions about specific crime-related details and emphasis on the content 

in the questions.  

Altering specific crime-related details within questions did not seem impact PIK the 
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way we expected. In trying to explain this outcome, we posit that questioning about a 

specific topic is driving the effect to a larger degree and limiting the effects of specific 

content within the question. That is, guilty suspects could be making inferences regarding 

what the interviewer might know about their crime-related activities primarily based on the 

fact that a topic has been discussed, rather than on the specific details mentioned by the 

interviewer. 

 Although the effect size was small (equivalent to d =  0.12), this finding could 

indicate that questioning about a topic irrespective of the amount of crime-related detail 

held by the interviewer could indicate some prior knowledge in comparison to not talking 

about the topic at all. Previous research indicates that guilty suspects infer higher prior 

interviewer knowledge and reveal information when they are confronted with evidence but 

infer less or no prior knowledge and withhold information when not confronted with 

evidence information (Tekin, Granhag, Strömwall, Vrij, & Hartwig, 2015; Tekin, Granhag, 

Strömwall, Vrij, 2016; Luke, Dawson, Hartwig, & Granhag, 2014). The findings from this 

study show us that suspects might infer some amount of prior knowledge about an activity 

irrespective of the crime-related detail they are presented with in the questions. That is, 

there is some difference between suspects’ inferences when a specific activity is addressed 

with or without presenting incriminating details than when the activity is not addressed.  

Delving into our understanding of inferences from questions with the concepts of 

relevance theory, we can suggest that question content possibly influences shifts in what 

becomes relevant from the information revealed by the interviewer in the questions. This 

means that for a guilty suspect, talking about a certain crime-related activity that they have 

committed seems to shift their focus to the overall context of the activity rather than the 

specific details about the activity. It is possible that guilty suspects draw inferences 

regarding what information the interviewer holds based on the overall context rather than 

the details in the questions.  
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CHAPTER 4: How does Question Content Influence Guilty Suspects’ Inferences 

about what the Interviewer knows? 

Abstract 

 
The aim of this study was to understand how introducing a higher suspicion tone and 

specific crime-related details in the content of investigative questions influences inferences 

guilty suspects draw regarding prior information held by the interviewer. We tested three 

factors related to the specific content in questions namely level of suspicion (high and low 

suspicion), level of specificity (the amount of crime-related detail-general and specific) and 

topic discussion (whether a certain crime-related activity was discussed or not). We 

recruited N= 232 participants who read a crime narrative and interview transcripts related 

to the crime. They assumed the role of the suspect in the narrative and responded to scales 

measuring their perceived interviewer knowledge (PIK) based on the interviews. We found 

that a specific crime-related topic, when discussed increased PIK. We also found that a 

topic discussed with specific crime-related details in the questions increased PIK. This 

study provides support for our findings from a previous study that was the first to test 

guilty suspects’ inferences from a psycholinguistic perspective, and gives us a better 

understanding of the underlying mechanisms during police interviews.  
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Introduction 

 
Imagine that you are an animal activist and stole some dogs, rabbits and monkeys from a 

cosmetic laboratory that were being used for testing. A few days later, a detective shows 

up at your door and says, “Some animals were stolen from a cosmetic lab around the 

corner a few days back. Do you happen to have any information regarding this?” You 

would infer from this question that the detective does not particularly know that you stole 

the animals and is only seeking information regarding this. If the detective instead said 

“What were you doing near the cosmetic lab around the corner from where animals were 

stolen some days back?” you would infer that the detective has some information placing 

you at the lab. However you might infer that the detective may not have specific 

information that point to you stealing the animals. Now imagine the detective said “A few 

dogs, rabbits and monkeys were stolen from the cosmetic lab around the corner some days 

back. Your activities near the cosmetic lab on that day make me believe that you stole 

them. What can you tell me about it?” This question could lead you to infer that the 

detective holds specific background information implying high suspicion regarding your 

involvement.   

As a suspect, you might draw these specific inferences regarding what prior 

information the detective might already hold regarding your role in stealing the animals 

since they seem like the most obvious and effortless deductions (Sperber & Wilson, 1995). 

But what mechanisms underlie these inferences regarding how much prior information the 

detective might hold without the detective specifically stating this information? To 

understand this, we draw from a psycholinguistic theory namely relevance theory (Sperber 

& Wilson, 1995). Relevance theory is based on Paul Grice’s (1975) theory on pragmatic 

inferences and logic of communication. Grice theorized that all communication is based on 

certain rules that imply that the communicated information is relevant. However, the idea 

behind what he meant by relevant was not clearly defined. Sperber and Wilson bridge this 
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gap in their theory and clarify its role in drawing specific inferences from 

communicated information.  

Why is it important for us to understand the inferences a suspect might draw 

regarding the detective’s prior knowledge about the suspect’s role in a crime? The 

inferences suspects draw about the detective or interviewer’s prior knowledge or what we 

will refer to as perceived interviewer knowledge (PIK) has been posited as an important 

determinant of the suspect’s behavior during investigative interviews (Granhag & Hartwig, 

2015). Based on what they think the interviewer already knows about their role in crime, 

guilty suspects choose strategies to convince the interviewer of their innocence and decide 

what information they want to reveal or conceal during the interview (e.g. Hartwig, 

Granhag & Luke, 2014; Granhag et al, 2015; Granhag & Luke, 2018). However, most of 

the existing literature has studied perceived interviewer knowledge as an outcome of the 

interviewer disclosing evidence and stating the information they hold using different 

techniques during the interview (Hartwig et al., 2014; Granhag et al., 2015; Granhag, 

Strömwall, Willén & Hartwig, 2013).  

In an earlier study (Srivatsav, Luke, Granhag & Vrij, 2019), we tested how the 

interviewer’s question content could influence guilty suspects’ perceived interviewer 

knowledge. We found that asking questions regarding a specific crime-related activity, 

irrespective of the crime-related details mentioned in the question seemed to increase the 

suspects’ perceived interviewer knowledge.  We wanted to test if the findings from our 

previous study regarding questioning about a specific activity (referred to as topic 

discussion) would be supported.  

We also proposed that guilty suspects draw inferences about the interviewer’s prior 

knowledge from the content in the question as illustrated in the examples earlier and 

predict that (a) including more specific crime-related details in the questions would 

increase their perceived interviewer knowledge and (b) when the interviewer indicates 

higher suspicion during the interview, it will increase their perceived interviewer 



  

 

69 
knowledge. These predictions are an outcome of the concepts of relevance theory, 

which will be discussed below.  

Inferences from Questions: Relevance Theory 

Sperber and Wilson (1995) proposed the relevance theory to understand how we 

draw inferences from communicated information. Specifically, the theory aims to explain 

how people draw inferences based on the “relevance” of the context and content. 

According to the theory, we draw inferences with an assumption that the simplest and the 

most informative interpretation of the communicated information is the correct one. This 

means that for the communicated information to be informative we make assumptions 

regarding all the other interpretations of the information that could be true in the context. 

For example, the Detective’s question “What were you doing near the cosmetic lab around 

the corner from where a few animals were stolen some days back?”); this question does not 

contain any specific information about what the detective knows. But you derived 

inferences that the detective has information about your presence near the lab and also that 

animals were stolen from the lab, from what the detective stated by assuming that all those 

inferences must be true in order for the detective’s statement to be informative.  

Relevance theory states that the speaker’s communicated information contains 

implicit information that the listener would understand allowing the listener to generate an 

appropriate response. When the speaker communicates, the listener tries to fill in all the 

information that needs to be true in order for the speaker’s communication to be 

informative. For example, when the detective stated, “your activities near the cosmetic lab 

on that day make me believe that you stole them” you could infer that the detective holds 

some information that specifically points in your direction without the detective having 

stated this particular information to you. You make this inference since it is the most 

straightforward explanation based on the detective’s statement (see Sperber & Wilson, 

1995 for a complete account of relevance theory).   
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According to the theory, the relevance of the content of the questions in the 

context lead to a response that should also be relevant to someone who is present in the 

context. For example, when the detective asked what you were doing near the lab, the 

question offers you the cue that the response you provide is relevant to him. It also 

provides other relevant cues for you to know what kind of a response is relevant to him: 

Since he already holds some information regarding your presence, your response should 

add to what he already knows to be relevant (for a more thorough review of mechanisms 

related to questions in relevance theory, see Sperber & Wilson, 1988; Clark, 1991). In this 

case, you are likely to provide a response that explains your presence near the lab. Hence, 

what is relevant within the context is based on what information the speaker already holds 

and the specific information that the speaker requests from the listener (Sperber & Wilson, 

1988; Jacobsen, 2010).  

The more specific the information is within the question, it could imply more 

specific background knowledge regarding that information. For example, “A few dogs, 

rabbits and monkeys were stolen from the cosmetic lab around the corner some days back. 

Your activities near the cosmetic lab on that day make me believe that you stole them” 

could imply that the detective holds specific information regarding your activities. You 

may also infer that based on the information held by the detective, they seem highly 

suspicious of your involvement in the stealing. A response with more specific detail 

addressing the specific content of the detective’s question would be considered as relevant 

to the detective (Sperber & Wilson, 1988; Clark, 1991, Sperber & Wilson, 1995). For 

instance, explaining your activities near the lab would be of more relevance within the 

context than trying to provide an alibi that you were not present near the lab since the 

detective already holds information about your presence.  

The Present Study 

 From our theoretical understanding of inferences drawn from questions, we 

designed this study to test question content factors that could influence guilty suspects 
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inferences regarding how much prior crime-related knowledge interviewers have. As 

illustrated in the examples earlier, we tested how questioning about specific crime-related 

activity, including crime-related details within questions, and inducing suspicion within 

questions could influence the suspects’ inferences. We refer to them as topic discussion, 

level of specificity and level of suspicion in the study.  

As discussed earlier, we predicted that questioning about a specific activity would 

increase the suspect’s perceived interviewer knowledge. We also predicted that higher 

crime-related detail within questions and higher suspicion levels would also increase the 

suspect’s perceived interviewer knowledge.  

The procedure, hypotheses and the analysis plan was preregistered on the Open 

Science Framework (OSF; osf.io/v485q) prior to data collection.  

 

Method 

 
Design 

This study used a 2 (Level of Specificity: General vs. Specific- between subjects) x 

2 (Level of Suspicion: Low suspicion vs. High suspicion- between subjects) x 2 (Topic 

discussion: Discussed vs. Not Discussed – within subjects) mixed model design.  

Independent Variables 

We mainly tested two factors that could influence the suspect’s perceptions. They 

were: 

Topic Discussion: whether or not the interviewer addressed the specific crime-

related activity and asked questions about the topic.  

 Level of Specificity: Refers to the amount of crime-related detail that was included 

in the questions. Two levels of specificity were tested- (a) General- In this 

condition, the questions posed by the interviewer during the interview are broad 

and do not contain any specific crime-related activity details. (For example, “Were 

you at place X?” (b) Specific- In this condition, the questions posed by the 
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interviewer during the interview contain specific crime- related activity details. 

For example, “Were you doing Y at place X?”  

Level of Suspicion: Refers to whether the interviewer was suspicious regarding the 

suspect’s involvement in the crime or not. Two levels of suspicion were tested- (a) 

Low Suspicion- In this condition, the interviewer’s questions indicates low level of 

suspicion regarding the suspect’s role in the crime (b) High Suspicion- in this 

condition, the interviewer’s questions indicate a high level of suspicion regarding 

the suspect’s role in the crime.  

Participants 

We recruited N = 250 MTurkers. We excluded the data of 18 participants who 

failed an instructional manipulation check (IMC) and attention check questions included in 

the survey. For the IMC, participants had to read an irrelevant paragraph about a certain 

topic that ended with an instruction to ignore the content they read and respond with a plus 

sign. For the attention checks, participants answered simple factual questions regarding the 

content of the transcript they had read. We excluded data from participants who failed to 

respond correctly to 2 or more of these 3 attention questions. Our final sample included N 

= 232 participants (134 female, 97 male, 1 other; M= 37.91, SD= 10.64). An a priori 

power calculation indicated that this sample size is sufficient to detect an effect of d = 0.18 

with 80% power. 

Dependent Measures 

We had one dependent measure: Perception of Interviewer Knowledge (PIK). PIK 

refers to the amount of prior information the suspect thinks the interviewer holds regarding 

their role in crime and the activities the suspect carried out as part of the crime. We 

measured this by presenting the participants with a PIK scale that they rate based on their 

perception of the interviewer’s prior knowledge. They assumed the role of the suspect and 

rated questions regarding the suspect’s perception of how much prior knowledge the 
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interviewer had about the suspect’s role in crime (1 = Knows nothing, 10 = Knows 

everything).  

Procedure 

The study was administered online with the survey software Qualtrics. Participants 

completed a form consisting of basic demographic details such as their gender, age, 

education and ethnicity. This was followed by a brief description of the study and what 

their participation entails, and instructions. 

Participants read a crime narrative with the background story that placed them in 

the scenario of the crime. They were encouraged to immerse themselves into the role of the 

suspect. The narrative also consisted of activities the suspect carries out as part of the 

crime. The background story was about a revenge art theft that was carried out by the 

suspect in the house of the business partner. The suspect carried out all the activities 

related to the crime on the same evening of a party held in the house in three phases. The 

activities consisted of (a) retrieving a key to the bedroom of the business partner (b) 

disable a motion sensor alarm system by unlocking the business partner’s phone, and (c) 

retrieving a plastic bag and rubber bands from the supply closet in the kitchen to secure the 

painting cut out from the frame. These activities were written such that they could be 

carried out in any order. We designed the activities in this way so that we could randomize 

the order of presentation between participants to reduce any potential order effects. They 

responded to attention check questions between these scripts.  

After completing reading the crime narrative, the participants were asked to 

imagine that the police was questioning them.  They read interview transcripts regarding 

the suspect’s activities and the transcripts represented their interactions with the detective. 

The interview transcripts consisted of questioning related to the crime-related 

activities/topics, between the detective and the suspect. Every participant was presented 

with interview transcripts regarding all the activities the suspect carried out. The interview 

transcripts were presented after each topic, so a total of three interview transcripts were 
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presented to each participant. Depending on the experimental group, participants 

received interview transcripts that contained interview questions in one of the two 

specificity and suspicion levels used in the study. 

After reading each part of the interview, the participants responded to the PIK 

scale. Participants were then directed to the debriefing page where they were informed 

about the premise of the study following which; the payment for their participation was 

released.  

Hypotheses  

In a previous study (Srivatsav, Luke, Granhag & Vrij, 2019), we found that talking 

about a specific topic of the crime in an interview, which we refer to as topic discussion, 

increased the suspects’ PIK. We wanted to test if this finding will replicate in the present 

study. We had also tested varying levels of specificity in the previous study and we wanted 

to alter the way we had presented crime-related detail in questions in this study to test if 

that could influence suspects’ inferences. An additional factor namely level of suspicion 

was also tested in this study. We made the following predictions: 

1. We predict a main effect of the Level of Specificity on PIK in a way that suspects 

will have high PIK in the Specific condition compared to the General condition.  

2. We expect a main effect of the level of suspicion on PIK such that suspects will 

have higher PIK in interviews with high suspicion compared to interviews with low 

suspicion.  

3. We also predict a main effect for topic discussion where suspects will have higher 

PIK in topics discussed in comparison to topics not discussed in both general and 

specific conditions. 

4. We expect an interaction between the level of suspicion and level of specificity in 

that interviews with high suspicion will increase PIK in specific condition 

compared to general condition.  
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5. We also predict an interaction between the level of suspicion and level of 

specificity in a way that interviews with low suspicion will decrease PIK in the 

general condition compared to the specific condition.  

Results 

 
To test our specific hypotheses, we fit a linear mixed effects model with level of 

specificity, level of suspicion, topic discussion, and their interaction terms as fixed effects. 

We also included random intercepts for each subject (nested in the order in which the 

phases were presented) and for each of the three crime-related phases. 

As predicted, we found a significant main effect of topic discussion on perceived 

interviewer knowledge such that suspects’ inferences regarding interviewer’s prior 

knowledge was higher about topics that were discussed in comparison to topics that were 

not discussed. We did not observe the predicted effects for level of specificity and 

suspicion. However, we found a significant interaction effect of level of specificity and 

topic discussion such that higher level of specific details on a crime-related topic discussed 

increased the suspect’s perceived interviewer knowledge (see Figure 3.1 and Tables 3.1 

and 3.2). 
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Table 3.1 

 

Mixed effects model: Perceived interviewer’s knowledge as a function of level of 

specificity, level of suspicion and topic discussion  

Fixed effects           

Term b SE df t p 

Intercept (General) 3.614 0.365 99 9.895 < .001 

High Suspicion 0.303 0.465 302 0.653 0.51 

Specific 0.008 0.468 302 0.018 0.98 

Topic Discussed 0.668 0.192 1021 3.484 < .001 

High Suspicion*Specific -0.041 0.663 302 -0.062 0.95 

Specific * Topic Discussed 0.578 0.256 1847 2.258 0.02 

High Suspicion * Topic Discussed 0.172 0.253 1846 0.68 0.49 

High Suspicion * Specific* Topic Discussed 0.169 0.362 1846 0.466 0.64 

      

Random effects           

Term SD     
Subject 2.25     
Order of topics discussed 0.14     
Topic 0.18         

 

Note: t-tests used Satterthwaite approximated degrees of freedom. Both factors use 

treatment contrasts. The reference group for topic discussion is topic discussed, level of 

specificity is general and level of suspicion is high suspicion.  

 

Table 3.2 

 

Descriptive statistics for perception of interviewer knowledge  

Level of 

Specificity 

Level of 

Suspicion  

Topic 

Discussion 
Mean SD SE Observations 

General Low Not Discussed 3.67 2.61 0.2 168 

General Low Discussed 4.26 2.65 0.14 336 

General High Not Discussed 3.98 2.78 0.2 186 

General High Discussed 4.73 2.88 0.14 372 

Specific  Low Not Discussed 3.70 3.30 0.24 180 

Specific  Low Discussed 4.83 3.36 0.17 360 

Specific  High Not Discussed 3.95 3.01 0.23 162 

Specific  High Discussed 5.43 3.03 0.16 324 

Note: Higher values indicate higher perceived interviewer knowledge (PIK).  
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Figure 3.1 

Means of PIK across topic discussion, specificity and suspicion conditions 

 

Note: Each panel represents an effect of topic discussion, i.e., whether a crime-related 

topic is discussed or not across the specificity and suspicion conditions. The bars represent 

the increase in mean values across the specificity and suspicion conditions as a function of 

topic discussion.   
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Discussion 

 

The present study was designed to test how varying the content of investigative 

questions would influence guilty suspects’ perceived interviewer knowledge regarding 

their role in crime. Specifically, we tested three question content factors in the form of (a) 

specific activity being questioned about, (b) crime-related detail in the question, and (c) 

indicating different levels of suspicion regarding the suspects’ involvement in the crime. 

We found that questioning about a specific activity increased guilty suspects’ perceived 

interviewer knowledge.  

The outcome of this study replicates our findings from our previous study 

(Srivatsav et al., 2019) where we had found support for topic discussion. Along with this, 

discussing about a specific activity with specific crime-related detail in comparison to 

broad questions seemed to increase their perceived interviewer knowledge. We suppose 

this could indicate that for a guilty suspect, when the line of questioning is in the direction 

of the specific activities carried out by the suspect, the amount of detail in the question 

might have some influence on their inferences. However, the effect of questioning about a 

specific activity seems to dominate the effects of specific crime-related content or 

suspicion indicated in the questions. This could imply that questioning about a certain 

topic implies some prior knowledge about the topic in comparison to when no question is 

asked about the topic.  

Previous literature has indicated that guilty suspects revealed more information 

since they inferred higher background knowledge when the interviewer strategically 

disclosed evidence against the suspect; however, they inferred lower or no background 

knowledge when not confronted with evidence by the interviewer and withheld 

information (Tekin, Granhag, Strömwall, Vrij, & Hartwig, 2015; Tekin, Granhag, 

Strömwall, Vrij, 2016; Luke, Dawson, Hartwig, & Granhag, 2014). However, despite the 

small effect (d = 0.14), the findings from the present study seem to indicate that 

irrespective of the amount of specific crime-related information is disclosed, guilty 
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suspects could infer some prior interviewer knowledge when questioned about a specific 

activity. This could imply that guilty suspects actively seek information regarding what the 

interviewer holds against them and that the overall context of being questioned about their 

activities influences what they infer the interviewer knows. This outcome strengthened by 

the findings from our previous study is an important consideration for an interviewer who 

might not hold a lot of specific crime-related information but can probably influence the 

suspect to perceive that the interviewer might hold more prior information.  
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CHAPTER 5: GENERAL DISCUSSION 

 

In the present thesis the relationships between the theoretical constructs of the SUE 

technique was examined. That is, the following specific relationships were studied: (a) 

counter-interrogation strategies as a function of evidence-disclosure and withholding 

tactics (Study Ia) (b) how evidence disclosure tactics affected guilty suspects’ decisions 

regarding what counter-interrogation strategies to use and how this, in turn, was 

manifested in their verbal behavior (Study Ib) (c) perceived interviewer’s knowledge as a 

function of question content factors (Studies II and III).  

In Study Ia and Ib, the understanding of guilty suspects’ counter-interrogation 

strategies and verbal behavior was explored by using previously established SUE 

interviewing tactics. In Study II and III, the construct of PIK for guilty suspects was 

studied. Particularly, the aim was to test the construct of PIK as a function of question 

content. The main reason for this was that previous studies have tested this construct only 

as a function of evidence-disclosure tactics. Overall, the purpose was to contribute with 

more knowledge relevant to the SUE model. Testing the constructs of the SUE model 

through the empirical studies fulfilled this aim. It was found that the relationships between 

the constructs were influenced by additional factors (Figure 2). That is, there is now new 

evidence that PIK can be influenced through factors other than evidence-disclosure tactics 

(Study II and III). The studies have also provided evidence that guilty suspects make 

decisions regarding what information to reveal and conceal, not only as an outcome of 

influencing PIK and counter-interrogation strategies, but also by assessing the cost of 

disclosing information (Study Ib). That is, guilty suspects tend to actively make decisions 

regarding what information to reveal or conceal, irrespective of whether they are 

confronted with evidence or not. Differently put, suspects break down the crime-related 

information into smaller pieces and consider the pieces of information that would be costly 

(incriminating) to reveal and those that would not be costly (non-incriminating) to reveal 
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(Neequaye & Luke, 2018).  In Figure 2, the SUE model with the additional influencing 

factors (in grey) tested in the empirical studies is presented.    

 

 

Figure 2. Additional determinants of guilty suspects’ strategies in the SUE model. 

The figure summarizes the relationships between the underlying constructs 

integrated within the traditional SUE model. The figure indicates a more dynamic view of 

the environment between the interviewer and the suspect with additional determinants that 

could influence the interview outcomes. Firstly, it can be noted that the mere content of 

investigative questions could influence the suspects’ PIK. This could have important 

implications in terms of the resulting counter-interrogation strategies or verbal behavior of 

the suspect such as suspects being more forthcoming with information about topics that are 

critical to the investigation.  

Secondly, suspects seem to make active decisions regarding information 

management and assess the cost of disclosing information. While it was expected that there 

was a rather straightforward relationship between the suspects’ counter-interrogation and 

verbal behavior, the disclosure cost component complicates this relationship. That is, it 

provides the understanding that guilty suspects’ decision-making processes are complex 

and may be influenced by other factors. For example, it would be interesting to test 

whether the suspect’s specific role in a multiple perpetrator crime would influence their 
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statements against each other- that is, whether the suspect would assess the cost of 

disclosing certain information against another suspect if this would prove to be less 

incriminating for the suspect. 

Main Findings 

Information Management based on Disclosure Cost 

 

Earlier SUE research has provided robust findings regarding the relationships 

between perceived interviewer’s knowledge and guilty suspects’ counter-interrogation 

strategies (Tekin, 2016; Hartwig et al., 2007; Luke et al., 2014). Based on these findings, 

the assumption was that guilty suspects would reveal information when they are 

confronted with evidence but may otherwise tend to withhold information (Hartwig et al., 

2005; Hartwig et al., 2011). Until now, the indication was that there is a direct relationship 

between (a) how much knowledge the suspect perceives the interviewer to hold, and (b) 

the information revealed by the suspects.   

However, the findings from the empirical studies in this thesis (Study Ia and Ib) 

show that guilty suspects may be forthcoming with certain pieces of information that are 

not incriminating in nature and withhold incriminating information. This was observed to 

be true irrespective of the level of the suspects’ PIK. Hence, there is new evidence that 

guilty suspects’ carry out more complex decision-making processes regarding how to 

manage the information they hold. That is, guilty suspects tend to decide what information 

to conceal or reveal based on the cost or consequence of revealing or concealing that 

information: what is referred to as disclosure cost in this thesis (see Neequaye & Luke, 

2018).  

Disclosure cost is a theoretical perspective that explains how suspects make 

decisions with regard to the information they reveal and conceal during interviews. 

Neequaye and Luke (2018) suggest that the information held by the suspect is cut into 

smaller units, each of which holds certain cost of revealing. That is, some units of 
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information hold lower risk when revealed while certain units are riskier when revealed 

in terms of the consequence of incriminating oneself.  Hence, suspects could be more 

forthcoming with information that is perceived as less costly to reveal and can withhold 

information that is perceived as more costly, irrespective of whether they are confronted 

with evidence or not.  

Although the finding about how guilty suspects are forthcoming with non-critical 

crime-related information might seem like an obvious outcome, it has not been tested 

before. Often, the implicit assumption regarding guilty suspects’ behavior is that they do 

not disclose any information about their crime-related activities to avoid incriminating 

themselves. However, in both Study Ia and Ib, the findings suggest that even though the 

suspects played a role of being engaged in criminal activities, they were willing to reveal 

information about some of those activities. If guilty suspects believed that any information 

related to the crime was incriminating then they would be cautious and stay away from 

disclosing that information. 

The findings from Study Ia and Ib have two important implications that could lead 

to implementing these findings in practice.  

(a) One view that could be taken into consideration is the importance of the less 

incriminating details of the crime. In case the investigators have no physical 

evidence or have some trivial evidence that may not link the suspect to the crime in 

any way, the interviewer could question about the less incriminating details in order 

to gather relevant information that would aid the investigation. Thus, it raises the 

possibility that an interviewer could use the findings from Studies Ia and Ib in a 

tactical manner based on the purpose of the interview. 

(b) Since suspects may be prone to revealing less incriminating but crime-related 

information, an interviewer could begin by questioning only about the less 

incriminating details of the crime so that the suspect discloses a lot of supposedly 

low-incriminating details. A shift from questioning about less incriminating to more 
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critical aspects could result in a spillover effect. Simply put, a suspect giving 

highly detailed narratives regarding the less incriminating parts of the crime and 

suddenly backtracking by avoiding details or denying their role could appear as 

highly suspicious to the interviewer. This behavior could hinder the impression of 

innocence that the (guilty) suspect tried to maintain by being forthcoming earlier. 

This is an idea that should be tested in future studies.  

The aforementioned ideas are speculative and should be tested extensively in future 

research.  

Question Content Influences on Perceived Interviewer Knowledge  

 

As mentioned, previous SUE literature has explored the construct of PIK primarily 

as a function of evidence-disclosure strategies employed by the interviewer (Hartwig et al., 

2005; Hartwig et al., 2006; Clemens at al., 2010; Jordan et al., 2012). However, the studies 

in this thesis (Studies II and III) explored PIK as an outcome of the changes in the content 

of the questions asked during the interview. While the expectation was that including 

specific crime-related content in the questions would influence the suspects’ PIK, it was 

found that irrespective of the details in the questions, simply addressing a particular topic 

or crime-related activity influenced PIK. That is, when suspects were questioned about 

specific crime-related activities they inferred that the interviewer held some amount of 

information against them, whether the questions were vague with less detail or more 

specific with details related to the crime. This could imply that irrespective of whether the 

interviewer holds prior information against the suspect or not, questioning about possible 

crime-related activities that the suspect might have carried out could lead to gathering 

critical information. 

Previous studies using the SUE paradigm indicated that guilty suspects inferred 

higher prior knowledge as an outcome of evidence confrontation during interviews, but 

inferred low or no prior knowledge if no evidence was disclosed (Tekin et al., 2015; Tekin 

et al., 2016). The studies in this thesis indicate that suspects, regardless of whether they are 
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confronted with evidence or not infer some prior knowledge if the interviewer addresses 

a topic of the crime. This could imply that there is a difference between the inferences 

drawn by the suspects when a certain topic is discussed, irrespective of the details in 

comparison to when no question is asked about particular activities. It seems that guilty 

suspects assess the overall context of the question asked rather than the specific details 

within the questions to draw their inferences concerning what the interviewer knows about 

their role in crime.  This raises the possibility that interviewers could influence the suspect 

by asking any question related to the crime that could have important implications in terms 

of the suspects’ resulting behavior. That is, suspects could reveal more critical information 

based on their inference that the interviewer holds prior knowledge about the suspects’ 

involvement. It is important to test this possibility in the future.  

Extending the scope of existing theory  

 

Early work on the SUE framework (Hartwig, 2005) was aimed at establishing a 

robust theory-driven technique to optimally utilize the existing information regarding the 

suspects’ role in crime. The theoretical underpinnings have been discussed in the 

introduction of this thesis (for a more extensive treatment of the SUE theory, see Granhag 

et al., 2015). Traditional SUE studies are based on the three theoretical principles of that 

are directly related to the suspect- i.e. PIK, counter-interrogation strategies and verbal 

behavior. It is of prime importance that the theory is tested using varying perspectives in 

order to strengthen and develop it based on new findings. This thesis contributes to 

existing SUE theory by exploring additional factors related to the suspect that could 

influence interview outcomes. I believe that it is worthwhile extending the theory since this 

would not only improve the technique but also provide a deeper understanding of the 

underlying mechanisms that are applicable within interviewing techniques. For example, 

various evidence-disclosure “tactics” have been tested over the last decade (Bull & Milne, 

2004; Bull et al., 2010; Bull & Leahy-Harland, 2012; Dando et al., 2015; Granhag et al., 
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2009; Granhag, Strömwall, Willén & Hartwig, 2012; Hartwig et al., 2006; Sorochinski 

et al., 2014, Tekin et al., 2016; Vrij, Fisher, Mann, & Leal 2006; Walsh et al., 2012).  

Given the large body of research examining specific tactics within the suspect 

interviewing paradigm for varying outcomes such as detecting deception and gathering 

information, it is important to address the underlying mechanisms that entail the 

interviewing tactics. Alison and colleagues (2013) suggest that whilst having a “technique” 

would help interviewers create structure and a process, strengthening the understanding of 

constructs involved in different techniques could be highly beneficial. Knowing when in 

the interview to alter what specific construct to derive a particular behavior from the 

suspect may be key to the success of any interview. That is, suspects tend to respond to 

interviewers in relation to the strategies used by the interviewers and display adaptive 

patterns of relating to the interviewer.  

Coming back to the findings from the empirical studies in this thesis, there are two 

theoretical implications that are of high value. The first implication is based on the fourth 

theoretical principle of the SUE technique, i.e. perspective taking. Perspective taking refers 

to the cognitive ability of an individual to anticipate the behavior of others by 

understanding the outcomes of a situation from the others’ perspective (Galinsky, Maddux, 

Gilin, & White, 2008). Perspective taking within the SUE framework is defined from the 

point of view of the interviewer as a cognitive ability to assess the suspects’ PIK and 

predict their counter-interrogation strategies and verbal behavior (Granhag et al., 2015). 

However, this thesis offers an understanding of perspective taking from the suspects’ point 

of view. That’s is, suspects also indulge in perspective taking within an interview setting 

and adapt their patterns of responding to the interviewer. The second is a broad proposition 

within the suspect-interviewing paradigm: research focus should move from specific 

techniques to understanding the smaller aspects or underlying constructs that builds the 

technique. 
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On the first implication, this thesis showed that guilty suspects made decisions 

regarding what information to reveal or conceal depending on how incriminating the 

information was (Studies Ia and Ib). Suspects made decisions that they could reveal certain 

crime-related information to the interviewer so that it portrays a picture of the suspect 

being forthcoming to a certain level to the interviewer to maintain their impression of 

honesty. Hence, suspects might respond based on their perspective of what the interviewer 

wants to know and what the interviewer already knows. Suspects’ indulging in perspective 

taking can also explain the findings in Studies II and III where Topic Discussion resulted 

in a higher PIK irrespective of the details in the questions. To elucidate, suspects might 

imagine that if the interviewer were to ask a question regarding a specific activity, 

regardless of the detail in the question, the interviewer should know something about the 

activity to be able to ask the question to begin with.  

To elaborate on the second implication, it is necessary to conduct research into 

understanding how manipulating different variables within an interview paradigm 

influences suspects’ strategies (for example, understanding the underlying mechanisms of 

suspects’ counter-interrogation strategies). This, in turn, could benefit interviewers, 

irrespective of the technique used. A second aspect that has been explored in this thesis is 

the construct of PIK. As discussed earlier, suspects enter the interview with a hypothesis 

regarding the interviewer’s prior knowledge. Interviewers are benefitted by altering a 

suspects’ PIK through various tactics, irrespective of the evidence disclosed by the 

interviewer or the detail that the question contains, (some of which have been tested in the 

studies here). Thus, a suggestion for future research within the suspect- interviewing 

paradigm would be to look into other possible determinants of suspects’ strategies and 

behaviors that could strengthen existing theory and practice.  
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Perceived Interviewer Knowledge: A Preliminary Analysis 

 
Within the SUE framework, the interviewer’s evidence disclosure and withholding 

tactics are employed to influence PIK (e.g. Hartwig; 2005; Hartwig et al., 2011; Granhag 

et al., 2013; Tekin, 2016). This makes the SUE framework less expansive in comparison to 

other interviewing techniques in terms of its scope and research prospects since it relies 

highly on the use of evidence to influence PIK and obtain desired outcomes. To address 

this issue, the present thesis provides some empirical support to show that PIK can also be 

influenced by the mere content of the investigative questions, where evidence is not 

manipulated. But why do we, as interviewers and researchers in the investigative 

interviewing framework need to broaden our perspectives on influencing PIK through 

question content without depending on the use of evidence? In certain scenarios, evidence 

disclosure might be unlawful, inappropriate or dangerous. These situations demand 

employing tactics to elicit information without the use of evidence.  

Let us consider a situation where the identity of an informant who has obtained 

critical evidence has to be protected, since revealing the source of the evidence would pose 

a threat to the informants’ life. In this situation, the interviewer will hold evidence that 

cannot be disclosed in the interview. However, the interviewer has the responsibility to 

gather critical information from the suspect that would point in the direction of the 

evidence held by the interviewer. For this purpose, the knowledge of this evidence can be 

utilized to tactically phrase questions in order to obtain information regarding the evidence 

from the suspect.  Another scenario where the use of evidence would be considered 

unlawful is in the military intelligence scenarios. The evidence held by the interviewer 

would be classified information and hence, the interviewer cannot disclose this information 

in the interview. However, like in the previous scenario, the interviewer can use the prior 

knowledge to question tactically and gather critical information.  

A study showed that awareness of possible evidence held against the suspect, even 

when evidence has not been disclosed resulted in suspects drastically altering their 
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counter-interrogation strategies by being highly forthcoming or highly withholding 

(Luke et al., 2014). It would be difficult to gather reliable information from suspects if they 

decide to be highly withholding due to their perception of evidence. In this scenario, 

posing questions that are ambiguous in terms of the prior knowledge or evidence held by 

the interviewer might prove beneficial in the information-gathering process.  

There are also situations in which the evidence held by the interviewer might be 

trivial and the interviewer might not benefit from disclosing the evidence. For example, if 

the interviewer only holds evidence that a witness saw the suspect near the crime scene at 

the time of the crime, the suspect might find a way to explain this evidence. However, if 

the interviewer instead asks questions regarding the activities of the suspect in the crime 

scene (assuming that the suspect was indeed at the crime scene because of the eyewitness 

evidence), the suspect might infer higher PIK and disclose critical information.  

Limitations 

 
One of the major limitations of the studies in this thesis is the use of laboratory 

(Study I-a) and online settings (Studies Ib, II and III) to collect data with samples 

consisting of lay people. While one can argue that these type of studies may not reflect the 

actual behaviors of guilty suspects like in a real-life scenario, we need to consider the fact 

that collecting data from actual suspects within a prison-set up is not always a viable 

option. The sample was not representative of suspects in a typical real-world interview 

context. It is possible that more realistic conditions could provide us with outcomes that 

could be more generalizable. For Study Ia, a mock-crime paradigm that has been used in 

some SUE research (e.g. Tekin, 2016) was adopted. The mock-crime and mock-interview 

set-up could have influenced the behavior of the participant that could be different from a 

typical suspect in a real-life interview. Due to a low-stakes environment, unlike a typical 

suspect-interview, the participants may not have engaged in active and strategic decision-

making processes that real suspects would do in an interview.  
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Granhag and colleagues (2009) demonstrated that there is a notable difference in 

the behavior of real suspects in comparison to mock-suspects. That is, the mock-suspects 

were more forthcoming with crime-related information in comparison to real suspects. The 

researchers concluded that mock suspects revealed more information due to their belief 

that they had to convince the interviewer of their innocence, whereas real suspects 

disclosed less since they were aware that the police should find evidence to prove their 

guilt. Thus, it is highly likely that if real suspects were used in Study Ia, the outcome might 

have been different. However, given that the aim of the study was to understand how the 

SUE tactics influenced the theoretical constructs of the SUE technique rather than the 

practical application of technique itself, the outcome of the studies are of considerable 

value.   

Study Ib was conducted online where participants had to make decisions and 

choose from existing responses by posing as a suspect. Although this is not representative 

of a typical suspect interview, the idea was to understand the specific strategies people 

might employ if they were to be a suspect depending on the interviewing tactics used. For 

Studies II and III, the aim was to test how people draw inferences based on subtle 

linguistic alterations in the content of interview questions. Since the purpose of the studies 

was to test how people draw inferences from basic content, rather than context (i.e. suspect 

interviews), this limitation is not serious to the outcome of the studies. These studies were 

conducted online with careful methodological considerations to produce valuable 

outcomes. For example, Brimbal & Luke (2019) collected their data with participants from 

Amazon MTurk Prime (the online platform where the participants in the studies of this 

thesis were recruited). They collected qualitative data from their participants regarding 

their behaviors in the study. The participants provided complex reasons for their behavior 

that not only showed their engagement with the materials of the study, but also showed 

that their responses were consistent with the results from past work on suspects’ strategies 

(e.g. Granhag et al., 2008; Hartwig et al., 2006). The counter-interrogation strategies and 
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verbal behavior of the suspects in Study Ib in this thesis also show consistency with 

results from past research within the SUE paradigm (e.g Tekin, 2016). This shows promise 

in the data collected through online paradigms.  

While suspects’ behaviors were studied in Study Ia and Ib, a major limitation of 

Study II and Study III is that the suspect’s behavioral consequences were not assessed as 

an outcome of their PIK. The studies were specifically designed to test and understand the 

consequences of altering question content on PIK since this was unexplored in previous 

research. The decision to exclude behavioral aspects from these studies was so that the 

studies could provide a clear understanding of the psycholinguistic concepts underlying 

questions and inferences. However, it could be interesting to design future studies to test 

behavioral outcomes of PIK through psycholinguistic concepts.  

The scope of the studies was limited to guilty suspects. The constructs that were 

intended to study were of more relevance to guilty suspects strategies rather than innocent 

suspects. This is because guilty suspects are known to use various counter-interrogation 

strategies and shift their strategies to conceal critical information based on PIK. Innocent 

suspects tend to provide statements that are in line with the evidence and do not shift 

strategies based on their PIK (Hartwig et al., 2014).  

Another limitation of the findings from the empirical studies is the effect sizes. The 

effect sizes in all the studies were very small ranging from a Cohen’s d of 0.10 to 0.14. 

More participants need to be recruited to increase the power of the studies, specifically for 

Studies I-b and III. However, due to the lack of resources and time, more participants 

could not be recruited.  

The final limitation is that this thesis provides a few practical implications since the 

effect sizes of the findings in the empirical studies were not strong. However, the thesis 

was set out to add to and strengthen existing theoretical understanding within the SUE 

framework and that aim has been met. The findings provide practitioners with a dynamic 
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view of the interviewing environment along with an understanding of the underlying 

processes of suspects.  

Future Directions 

 
The findings from the studies in this thesis suggest that determinants of suspects’ 

behavior is not as straightforward as known previously within the SUE framework. These 

findings open up new areas of research. As mentioned earlier, Studies II and III did not test 

behavioral outcomes of guilt suspects as a function of PIK. This is an important aspect that 

needs to be tested in future research. It would also be interesting to test if PIK as a function 

of question content will elicit behavior in the same lines as evidence-disclosure tactics. For 

example, would questioning about a certain crime-related topic elicit shifts from 

withholding to forthcoming behavior in guilty suspects in the same way confronting with 

evidence regarding that activity does?  

Furthermore, a strong psycholinguistic theoretical framework backed question 

content factors influencing PIK tested in the studies. In future studies, the theoretical 

framework can be used to explore various communication factors within a suspect-

interviewing paradigm. For example, it can be tested if this framework can be adopted to 

explore inferences that interviewers can draw from suspects’ responses in interviews.  

The findings from the empirical studies resulted in very small effect sizes. One 

important question to consider is what circumstances would lead to larger effects. One of 

the possibilities is that the manipulations used in the studies were rather subtle. In that 

case, are there stronger manipulations that would lead to larger, more consequential 

effects? It is highly likely, given the consistency of the findings in the studies in this thesis 

that having stronger manipulations would lead to larger effects.   

Lastly, future studies could incorporate the disclosure cost perspective theorized by 

Neequaye and Luke (2018) to design and analyze the interview outcomes. Since guilty 

suspects analyzing the costs of disclosing critical information during interviews was an 
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unexpected finding in Study I-a that was later a confirmed finding in Study I-b, 

researchers should consider exploring this phenomenon further.  

Ethical Considerations 

 
The experimental design in Study Ia required the participants to commit a mock 

crime where they were supposed to steal documents from an office. They were also 

instructed to lie during the interview. The participants could have viewed these activities as 

stressful since they actively carry out activities that are considered wrong. To minimize the 

stress levels of the participants, they were told before they consented to participate in the 

study that the activities they carry out do not have any real-life consequences and it was 

only to simulate a real-life set-up. They were also informed that they were free to leave the 

study at any point if they found the tasks stressful. The mock-crime was committed within 

the University building and all the staff and security were informed of these activities so 

that they would not question the participant based on their suspicious behavior. Studies Ib, 

II and III were online paradigms and participants only read stimulus materials and 

responded to questions from the point of view of the suspect. The participants reported no 

issues regarding their participation in these studies. Ethical approvals for all the studies in 

this thesis were obtained from the ethics committees at the University of Gothenburg.   

A second possible concern could be related to the use of tactics that involves 

withholding evidence and manipulating suspects’ inferences regarding the evidence held 

by the interviewer. Concealing information or evidence in a suspect interview paradigm to 

use against the suspect at a later stage is not considered unethical (Hartwig, Luke, & 

Sherker, 2016). Particularly, these tactics are considered ethical when used in interviews 

that do not infringe upon the autonomy of the person’s decision-making (e.g. accusatory or 

coercive interviews), but rather through an information gathering approach.  

There have been concerns regarding the practice of strategic interviewing 

techniques within the criminal justice system with respect to the advice lawyers can 
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provide their clients. Lawyers argue that when they do not possess full knowledge of the 

prior information held by the police against their client; they will be unable to provide 

legal advice to safeguard their clients (Sukumar, Hodgson, & Wade, 2016). However, it is 

the responsibility of the investigators to find out the truth in order to deliver justice to the 

victim of the crime. In this interest, disclosing what the investigators already hold against 

the suspect before the interview could obstruct the process of gathering important 

information from the suspect. For example, disclosing evidence prior to or early in the 

interview could influence the suspect to only reveal information explaining the existing 

evidence. It is also possible that suspects could be influenced by the misinformation effect 

(Loftus, 2005) if the evidence presented by the investigator may not be true (for instance, a 

wrong eyewitness testimony) (Luke, Crozier & Strange, 2017).    

Conclusions 

 
The past two decades have seen a new wave of research in suspect interviewing, 

pointing in the direction of evidence-disclosure tactics to elicit cues to deceit/truth and 

gathering critical information effectively. While most research has focused on developing 

interviewing tactics and models, there has been a dearth of research to understand the 

underlying mechanisms and theoretical constructs that build these techniques. The aim of 

this thesis was to better understand the underlying mechanisms of suspect behavior so as to 

strengthen existing theory and provide new direction for future research. Three major 

conclusions can be drawn from this thesis.  

First, understanding the theoretical constructs that act as a foundation for 

interviewing techniques is of prime importance. This in-depth analysis of the underlying 

constructs not only strengthens the existing theory but also provides a robust foundation 

for constructing interviewing techniques. Second, the dynamic environment that exists 

between the interviewer and the suspect entails complex processes that require deeper 

scrutiny. That is, interviewers should make a conscious effort in understanding the 
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mechanisms on which suspects operate in order to optimize the interview outcomes. At 

the same time, they should also consider the fact that suspects also could actively focus on 

understanding the interviewer’s tactics in order to effectively convince that they are 

innocent. Third, although the constructs studied in this thesis form the basis for the SUE 

technique, these constructs are applicable in other scenarios that may or may not employ 

the use of evidence. In fact, it is important for practitioners to focus on understanding the 

constructs that are used to build techniques in order to adapt this understanding in various 

interviewing scenarios.  
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