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Abstract 

The effect of a witness interviewing training program on interviewing performance in actual 

investigations was examined. Eighty interviews, conducted by police officers in one Canadian 

organization, were coded for the presence of 38 desirable practices. Results showed that, in 

general, trained interviewers outperformed their untrained counterparts. Specifically, there was a 

large improvement in engage and explain behaviors (d = 1.65), a moderate improvement in 

account behaviors (d = 0.54), and a large improvement in closure behaviors (d = 0.90). Trained 

interviewers also used more open-ended questions and fewer leading questions. The implications 

of the findings for transferring interviewing skills from the classroom to the field are discussed.  
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Witness Interview Training: A Field Evaluation 

The quality of criminal investigations, and the legal proceedings that follow, are linked 

inexorably to how well interviews with adult witnesses and victims (hereafter referred to as 

witnesses) are conducted because interviews are a major conduit through which probative 

evidence is obtained (Kebbell & Milne, 1998; Milne & Bull, 2003; Sanders, 1986). The fact that 

interviewers – especially untrained interviewers or trained interviewers who are not afforded 

supervision and feedback – tend to use a number of inappropriate behaviors (e.g., asking leading 

questions, see Griffiths, Milne, & Cherryman, 2011; Snook & Keating, 2010) leads naturally to 

concerns about the quality of the information that forms the basis of legal decisions. Fortunately, 

evidence-based interviewing techniques are available to police organizations (e.g., cognitive 

interviewing; Geiselman, Fisher, MacKinnon, & Holland, 1985), and there is evidence from 

laboratory settings that people can be trained to apply these techniques (Kohnken, Milne, 

Memon, & Bull, 1999; Memon, Meissner, & Fraser, 2010). However, relative to laboratory 

studies, only a handful of studies have examined how well adult witnesses interview training gets 

transferred into the field.  

The few field studies that have assessed the effectiveness of adult witness training 

suggest that the transference of skills is difficult. For instance, Memon, Holley, Milne, Kohnken, 

and Bull (1994) investigated how well police officers’ used various aspects of the CI after a four 

hour training course that taught officers about the importance of interviewing and general 

principles of communication (i.e., greet, explain, rapport, mutual activity, and closure). Memon 

and her colleagues found that post-training performance was inadequate. They found that 

officers had difficulty explaining what was required from witnesses and the officers did not use 

all available CI techniques (see also Dando, Wilcock, & Milne, 2008; Kebbell & Milne, 1998 for 
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similar findings). Clifford and George (1996) also analyzed witness interviews from criminal 

investigations and discovered that none of the interviewers applied all four CI memory 

enhancement techniques after a four-day training session. Specifically, they found that the 

techniques of context reinstatement, change perspective, change of temporal order, refrain from 

editing anything out, and working hard to recall the details, were utilized in less than 10% of 

interviews after training.   

Evaluations of suspect interview training have also reported difficulties in improving 

interviewing behavior. For instance, Griffiths and Milne (2006) found that officers who attended 

a three-week course on interviewing suspects used some practices (e.g., delivery of legal 

requirements) more than untrained officers, but that other evidence-based interviewing practices 

were not utilized more frequently (e.g., type of questions asked, sequence of questioning, and 

topic structure). Their post hoc classification of the interviewing behaviors determined that 

officers were able to implement simple skills (i.e., delivering legal rights to suspect) but 

struggled to employ the seemingly more complex skills (i.e., structuring the areas of the 

interview). Similarly, Walsh and Milne’s (2008) analysis of a sample of suspect interviews found 

that, with the exception of following some legal and procedural steps (e.g., providing legal 

rights), there were modest increases in many desirable interviewing behaviors after training. 

More recently, Clarke, Milne, and Bull (2011) found that there were no meaningful 

improvements in interviewing behavior for a sample of officers who had received on-the-job 

PEACE interview training (PEACE being a mnemonic for the phases of an interview; planning 

and preparation; engage and explain; account; closure; a model of interviewing adopted all over 

the world by police officers). They found that the trained investigators administered only four 
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out of 14 desirable interviewing behaviors (i.e., keeping on relative topic, deals with difficulty, 

encouraging an account, and appropriate structure/sequence).  

Obtaining behavioral changes in child interviewing skills has also been notoriously 

difficult to achieve (Powell, Fisher, & Wright, 2005; Warren et al., 1999; Aldridge & Cameron, 

1999). For instance, evaluations of child interviewing practices in the UK – after revisions were 

made to national guidelines regarding best practices (e.g., Memorandum of Good Practice, 1999; 

Achieving Best Evidence, 2011) – have shown that the relatively simple techniques, such as 

building rapport and explaining ground rules, tend to be observed in police interviews (see 

Davies, Bull, & Milne, 2016; Griffiths & Milne, 2006; Walsh & Milne, 2008 for an overview of 

those evaluations). These evaluations (e.g., Griffiths & Milne, 2006) also found that providing 

written guidance on how interviews ought to be conducted (sometimes referred to as general 

principles training) does not tend to lead to complex skills, such as using open-ended questions, 

being transferred to the field. Despite the challenges, child interviewing research has shown that 

adherence to scripts, along with the provision of written feedback to interviewers, can produce 

large gains in the transference of desirable skills to the field (e.g., see NICHD protocol; Lamb, 

Hershkowitz, Orbach, & Esplin, 2008; Price & Roberts, 2011). 

The Current Study 

Evaluations of adult witness interview training courses have tended to examine a select 

few behaviors that are fundamental to interviewing. Beyond an examination of question types 

and the implementation of CI mnemonics, limited research has assessed the effect that witness 

interview training has upon interviewers’ performance in actual police interviews. As a 

consequence, the goal of this research was to assess the ability to transfer a wide range of 

desirable behaviors from training to actual investigations. Across different types of interview 
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training (i.e., suspect, child, and witnesses), the take-home-messages are that transferring 

evidence-based practices to the field is challenging, but possible. We therefore predict desirable 

skills will be observed more frequently in interviews conducted with trained interviewers 

compared to those with untrained interviewers. Research also suggests that the magnitude of the 

improvements in complex behaviors is much smaller than it is for simpler skills. Therefore, we 

predict that the largest improvements will be observed for the seemingly simpler skills (i.e., 

those that that are conducive to the use of scripts/checklists such as engage and explain 

behaviors) and, but to a lesser extent, more complex skills (i.e., dynamic skills such as asking 

questions). A wealth of child interviewing research has also made it clear that the failure to 

provide extensive feedback will result in a decline in learned skills over time. Given the lack of a 

formal feedback process for the participating police organization, we predict that there will be a 

negative relationship between the number of skills observed in interviews conducted by trained 

interviewers and time since their training ended. 

Method 

Design 

It was requested that the following witness interviews be submitted from a Canadian 

police organization: 20 interviews conducted before PEACE training which commenced within 

the organization prior to 2008 (pre-experimental), 20 interviews conducted at least one week 

from the last day of any PEACE training course conducted after 2008 (post-experimental), 20 

interviews conducted by individuals during the same general time period (2004-2008) as the pre-

experimental interviews (pre-control), and 20 interviews conducted by individuals who did not 

participate in training during the same general time period (2008-2011) as the post-experimental 

interviews (post-control). The latter condition was included to control for instances where 



COGNITIVE INTERVIEW TRAINING                                                                                                        7 
 

investigators may have learned some aspects of PEACE training by observing interviews 

conducted by trained colleagues. 

Sample 

A convenience sample of 80 police interviews (12 videotapes, 36 transcripts, 30 files, and 

2 transcripts accompanied by audio files) with adult witnesses was obtained from a Canadian 

police organization. The interviews were collected through requests made by an Inspector for 

police officers to submit a sample of their interviews.  

Each transcript consisted of a verbatim written account of an audiotaped interview. 

Videotapes consisted of audio and video recording of the interview, and audio files only 

consisted of audio recording. Videos, transcripts, and audio files were extracted from the 

population of interviews conducted by the criminal investigation division of the organization. 

The interviews occurred between 2003 and 2010, with 1.3% occurring in 2003, 17.5% occurring 

in 2004, 17.5% occurring in 2006, 7.5% in 2007, 5.0% in 2008, 33.8% in 2009, and 17.5% in 

2010. The interviews covered a wide range of offences; 45% of the interviews pertained to the 

investigation of assault, 19% pertained to sexual assault, 9% to uttering threats, 9% to homicide, 

4% to armed robbery, and 1% to each of the following: possession of child pornography, 

trespassing, missing person, attempt to lure a child, and robbery. The offence under investigation 

was not made explicit in the remaining 9% of cases. The interviewer(s) and interviewee were the 

only people present in 49% of the interviews.  

A total of 32 different officers conducted the interviews. All interviewers in each 

condition were Caucasian. In the pre-experimental condition, 80% of the interviewers were men, 

95% were Constables, the mean age of the primary interviewer was 46 years (SD = 3.70), and 

had an average of 24 years (SD = 4.26) of policing experience. In the post-experimental 
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condition, 80% of interviewers were men, 95% were Constables, the mean age of the primary 

interviewer was 41.25 years (SD = 5.09), and had 14.90 years (SD = 8.25) of policing 

experience. In the pre-control condition, 80% of the interviewers were men, 75% were 

Constables, the mean age of the primary interviewer was 43.45 years (SD = 3.47), and had 19.20 

(SD = 4.39) years of policing experience. In the post-control condition, 65% of interviewers were 

men, 95% were Constables, the mean age of the primary interviewer was 41.60 (SD = 3.47), and 

had 19.20 years (SD = 4.39) of policing experience.  

Materials and Procedure 

Investigators who participated in PEACE training attended a two-week introductory 

training course that was designed to educate all interviewers working in a criminal investigations 

division about desirable interviewing practices (referred to in the UK as a Tier 2 PEACE course). 

The training took place on a full time basis (seven hours per day) over the period of ten 

consecutive weekdays. The training was co-administered by an investigative interviewing 

advisor and the second author, both of whom were trained previously on the PEACE model of 

interviewing in the UK. All investigators were provided with lectures (including discussions) 

over a minimum of a four-day period on all aspects of best witness interviewing practices, which 

covered the content of several texts on investigative interviewing (e.g., Fisher & Geiselman, 

1992; Milne & Bull, 2003; NSLEC, 2004; Shepherd, 2007). The lectures included information 

on the principles of memory and cognition, rapport building, active listening, communication 

fundamentals, exchanging expectations, transferring control of the interview, questioning skills, 

short-hand note-taking, overcoming witness limitations, controlling witness anxiety, increasing 

witness confidence, inducing detailed descriptions (four mnemonics), and witness compatible 

questioning.  
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Interspersed with the lectures were practice interviews (ranging from 30 minutes to 1 

hour) with actual witnesses, where interviewers were provided with a checklist of behaviors that 

they could reference as needed during interviews and immediate verbal feedback was provided 

from the trainers. The practice sessions followed a scaffolding approach that developed 

interviewing skills though the following five discrete stages: Engage and Explain; Questioning 

Skills; Note-Taking; Account (applying mnemonics); and Closure. Each of the stages required 

the interviewers to apply the learned principles in mock interviews, and use a checklist of 

desirable behaviors during those interviews. The non-interviewing investigators were required to 

watch all practice interviews and provide peer feedback (using the checklist). 

Coding Procedure  

A total of 10 demographic and context variables were coded. They included: the date and 

time of the interview; the type of crime; the number of people present; the length of the 

interview; whether a KGB warning (i.e., a form outlining the consequences of a witness lying to 

the police) was administered; and the age, gender, rank, and years of experience of the primary 

interviewer were collected. The age and years of experience variables were provided by the 

participating police organization and not coded from the interviews. 

The content of the training course was used to devise a 38-item guide for coding the 

interviews. A total of 14 “engage and explain” variables were coded. The behaviors that are 

recommended in this interview stage are designed to decrease the interviewee’s anxiety and 

uncertainty of the process by creating an environment where people feel comfortable providing 

information about witnessed events. The interviews were coded for whether or not the 

interviewer: greeted the interviewee in a polite and professional manner; established the 

interviewee’s preferred name; asked the interviewee to call him/her by their first name; identified 
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others present in the room if there were any (and explained their role); built adequate rapport; 

encouraged questions; explained the outline of the interview structure; identified the time and 

date of the interview; established the purpose of the interview; asked the interviewee why they 

think they are being interviewed; established the interviewee’s needs; and explained the routines 

and expectations of the interview (e.g., audio/video recording, not interrupting one another).  

A total of 18 “account” variables were collected. The variables coded included whether 

or not the interviewer: attempted to set up one of the four CI mnemonics and, if they did it 

properly (i.e., did the interviewer use the correct instructions), which technique was attempted, 

asked for a free narrative, summarized the free narrative, passed to the second interviewer (if 

applicable), avoided topic hopping, the percentage of talking time by the interviewer, whether 

they followed the 80/20 talking rule, avoided interrupting the interviewee, used appropriate 

pauses, and avoided using jargon.  

Also included in the 18 account variables was the type of questions asked by 

interviewers. Specifically, the number of closed yes/no, leading, multiple, forced-choice, open-

ended, and probing questions were coded (see Griffiths, Milne, & Cherryman, 2011; Snook, 

Luther, Quinlan, & Milne, 2012). Closed yes/no questions involve those that are restricted to 

having a yes or no response and are often asked at random points in the interview(e.g., Was her 

shirt blue?). Leading questions are those that actually suggest the answer to the witness (e.g., you 

witnessed the crime, right?). Multiple questions are simply instances when an interviewer asks 

more than one question at a time (e.g., where did you go, what did you do, and when did you go 

home?). Forced choice questions involve forcing a witness to choose between a limited number 

of possible options for answering (e.g., was the color of the car blue or black?). Lastly, open-

ended questions tend to be those beginning with tell, explain, or describe, and probing questions 
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are those that are asked when not enough information is obtained using open-ended questions 

(such as “who” or “what”, etc.). 

Six variables pertaining to the behaviors that comprise the “closure” phase of an 

interview were coded. In particular, variables coded included whether or not the interviewer: 

gave a summary of what was said, provided their contact information, explained what will 

happen after the interview, recorded the date and time of the interview, and provided a 

professional closure.  

The behaviors comprising each interview phase (i.e., engage and explain, account, and 

closure) were combined to create a single score for that phase. Each score consisted of a 

percentage of behaviors observed in each interview. Percentage was used because the total 

number of behaviors that could have been exhibited by an interviewer varied depending on the 

situation that was presented to the interviewer. For example, in some instances, the ability of the 

primary interviewer to introduce the second interviewer was not available because a second 

interviewer was not present in the interview room. Due to the differences in interview format, 

some variables were coded differently for each interview. For example, interviews in audio and 

video format were coded for witness talking time (and subsequent adherence to the 80/20 rule) 

by examining the number of minutes and seconds spoken by the witness and interviewer. 

Witness talking time was calculated for transcripts by tallying the number of words spoken by 

the witness. Interruptions were only coded in audio-recorded interviews.  

Inter-Rater Reliability  

Coding agreement of the variables was assessed by having an independent researcher 

code 20% of the sample (n = 16), which was selected randomly. The independent coder was 

provided with a 2-hr training session that consisted of the structure and content of the coding 
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guide and dictionary as well as the practical aspects of coding the interviews. Additionally, the 

coder participated in a practice session that covered the coding of two interviews before 

beginning to code the actual interviews. Any confusions pertaining to the task were resolved 

before inter-rater reliability commenced. Reliability for question types and all coded variables 

was analyzed with Kappa, and any variables with low Kappa values (< .60) were deleted. The 

following five engage and explain variables were deleted: identification of others (and explained 

their role); built adequate rapport; identification of time; establish purpose of the interview. One 

account behavior was deleted (i.e., avoided topic hopping). For the remaining variables, Kappa 

ranged from 0.60 to 1.00 and the overall value was 0.75. The overall average correlation for 

eight continuous variables was r = 0.77. All subsequent results are based on the analyses of 

variables found to have high inter-rater reliability. 

Results 

Engage and Explain Phase 

The interviews conducted by trained officers (i.e., those in the post-experimental 

condition) contained more of the 9 engage and explain behaviors than from interviews conducted 

by untrained interviewers. Trained interviewers tended to explain the routines and expectations 

(n = 14), outline the route map (n = 12), ask the witness about their understanding of the purpose 

of the interview (n = 12), and establish the witness’ needs (n = 10) more than untrained officers. 

One behavior that did not change much as a result of the training was encouraging witnesses to 

ask questions. 

On average, the percentage (with 95% CIs) of the engage and explain behaviors observed 

for interviews conducted by trained interviewers was 48.33% (CI = 35.10, 61.65), which is larger 

than the means for the pre-experimental 13.89%, CI = 10.16, 17.61), pre-control (13.33%, CI = 

11.19, 15.46), and post-control groups (15.56%, CI = 11.64, 19.47), respectively. Independent 
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sample t-tests, and more importantly, effect sizes confirmed that the mean percentage of 

behaviors exhibited during the engage and explain phase was higher for interviews conducted by 

trained interviewers than those in the pre-experimental condition, t(38) = -5.22, p < .001, d = 

1.65; post-control condition, t(38) = 4.94, p < .001, d = 1.56, as well as the pre-control condition, 

t(38) = 5.43, p < .001, d = 1.72.  The average effect size for comparisons made between the 

trained group and three untrained groups was d = 1.65 (CI = 1.55, 1.73).  

Account Phase 

Interviews conducted by trained interviewers (the post-experimental group) exhibited 

more of the 11 account behaviors than in interviews in the other three conditions. The behaviors 

exhibited most often by trained interviewers were: attempting to set up a cognitive interview (n = 

8) and avoidance of interruptions (n = 13). When interviewers attempted to set up a CI, those in 

the pre-experimental, pre-control, and post-control condition only attempted to use the report 

everything instruction, while interviewers in the post-experimental condition attempted to use the 

report everything instruction on three occasions and mental reinstatement of context on five 

occasions.  

The mean percentage (with 95% CIs) of account behaviors for the post-experimental 

group was 72.50% (CI = 64.09, 80.90), which is larger than percentages from the pre-

experimental (58.75%, CI = 50.34, 67.16), pre-control (60.00%, CI = 51.59, 68.41), and post-

control conditions (67.50%, CI = 59.09, 75.91) groups, respectively. The effect sizes (and 

independent t-tests) demonstrated that trained interviews contained more required behaviors to 

obtain an account compared to those in the pre-experimental condition, t(38) = -2.37, p < .05, d = 

.75. Although there was no statistically significant difference in the behaviors observed in the 

account phase of the interview between the trained interviewers and either of the post-control, 
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t(38) = 0.92, p > .05, and pre-control conditions, t(38) = 1.82, p > .05, there were small (d = .22) 

to moderate (d = .57) improvements in account behaviors, respectively. The effect size for 

comparisons made between the trained group and three untrained groups was d = 0.54.  

Each of the four groups were also analyzed for the proportion of six question types: 

leading, multiple, forced-choice, open-ended, probing, and closed yes/no questions. The mean 

percentage (with 95% CIs) for each question type is contained in Table 1. Approximately half of 

questions comprising interviews in all conditions were closed yes/no questions. In general, there 

was an improvement in the sorts of questions asked in post-experimental interviews, as trained 

interviewers in this condition asked fewer inappropriate questions (e.g., leading, forced-choice, 

multiple), and a larger proportion of more appropriate question types (e.g., probing). Most 

notably, there was a large (d = 0.96) reduction in the percentage of leading questions, and a 

moderate (d = 0.67) increase in the percentage of open-ended questions asked by trained 

interviewers. Comparisons were also made between the trained group of interviewers and the 

three untrained groups (collapsed together). Trained interviewers asked significantly fewer 

leading questions than the untrained interviewers, t(78) = 2.53, p < .05, d = 0.78, and 

significantly more open questions than the untrained interviewers, t(78) = -2.91, p < .05, d = 

0.66. There were no other statistically significant differences between trained and untrained 

interviewers for the remaining types of questions.  

 On average, the proportion of witness talking time for those in the pre-experimental, 

post-experimental, pre-control, and post-control was: 64.05% (SD = 15.93), 47.14% (SD = 

12.33), 66.04% (SD = 10.97), and 53.58% (SD = 15.61), respectively. When witness talking time 

was also analyzed after subtracting the interviewers’ contribution in the engage and explain 

phase, the proportion of witness talking time for those in the post experimental group (n = 20) 
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was 49.95% (SD = 12.66). After taking out the time spent explaining what is going to happen 

during the interview, witness talking time was significantly higher in interviews conducted by 

trained interviewers compared to those interviews which included the interviewer’s engage and 

explain phase, t(19) = -4.66, p < 0.00. In addition (based on sub-sample sizes indicating an 

interview in audio or video format), the average number of interruptions made by the interviewer 

was 4.2 (SD = 8.84), 1.79 (SD = 3.39), 0.00, and 0.68 (SD = 2.31), for the pre-experimental (n = 

5), post-experimental (n = 19), pre-control (n = 1), and post-control (n = 18) conditions, 

respectively. Due to small and unequal sample sizes, inferential statistics that test for differences 

between conditions were not conducted.  

Closure Phase 

The interviews in the post-experimental condition exhibited more of the six closure 

behaviors. Specifically, providing a professional closure and summarizing the interview were 

observed most frequently (n = 10, and n = 7, respectively) in those interviews. The mean 

percentage (with 95% CIs in parentheses) of closure behaviors for interviews conducted in the 

pre-experimental, post-experimental, pre-control, and post-control conditions were 22.50% (CI = 

15.01, 30.00), 39.17% (CI = 31.67, 46.66), 30.83% (CI = 23.34, 38.33), and 18.33% (CI = 10.84, 

25.83), respectively. As can be seen in Figure 3, the mean proportion of closure behaviors 

exhibited was higher for trained interviewers than those in the pre-experimental condition, t(38) 

= 2.68, p = .01, d = .84, as well as the post-control condition, t(38) = 4.16, p < .001, d = 1.40. 

Although the difference between the post-experimental and pre-control conditions was non-

significant, t(38) = 1.42, p > .05, the difference produced a medium effect size, d = .45. The 

average effect size for comparisons made between the trained group and three untrained groups 

was d = 0.90 (95% CI = -0.29, 2.09).  
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Time Analysis 

 The relationship between overall score (calculated as the average percentage of engage 

and explain, account, and closure scores) and delay (i.e., time between date of training and date 

of interview) was negatively correlated (r = - .44, p > .05).  

Discussion 

 We examined the effect of a witness interviewing training program on the interviewing 

performance of a sample of actual Canadian police interviews. We found that trained 

interviewers used more desirable practices than their untrained counterparts. Trained 

interviewers used more engage and explain, closure, and, to a lesser extent, account behaviors. 

Although trained investigators also asked fewer leading questions and asked more open-ended 

questions, the proportion of most question types (i.e., probing, closed yes/no, forced choice, 

multiple) did not vary as a function of training. Our findings suggest that it is possible to transfer 

some of the interviewing skills comprising a witness interview course from the classroom to the 

field. Much like the strong message that has been emanating from child interviewing research for 

some time (see Lamb et al., 2008), our findings suggest that modifications to the delivery of the 

training protocol and post-training support services is needed to maximize the transference of 

skills to actual criminal investigations. 

Inherent within interview training are basic communication skills where the interviewer 

is taught to enlighten the interviewee through an explanation of the interview process and ends 

the interview on a positive note (Fisher & Geiselman, 1992). It is therefore reassuring in that the 

majority of trained interviewers used nearly half of the behaviors deemed essential for creating a 

positive and relaxing environment prior to asking questions – compared to 13% to 16% for 

untrained interviewers. Although the percentage of engage-and-explain and closure behaviors is 

not exceedingly high, the improvements for the trained interviewers are encouraging. Similarly, 
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nearly 40% of behaviors deemed important for ending an interview were employed – compared 

to 18% to 31% for untrained interviewers. The aforementioned findings are certainly in line with 

past findings that such skills, which are viewed by practitioners and academics to be relatively 

simple to implement, tend to be transferred to actual interviews (see Clarke et al., 2011; Griffiths 

& Milne, 2006; Walsh & Milne, 2008 for similar results). Such behaviors were relatively easy to 

implement by the trained interviewers because they were provided with a bullet point checklist 

of the desirable behaviors to follow (i.e., referred to as a PEACE mat), and are more conducive 

mental scripts.  

We also found that trained interviewers used more desirable practices during the account 

phase than untrained interviewers. For example, trained interviewers passed to the second 

interviewer more often than the untrained interviewers. Even though the training did not lead to 

an increase in the requests for free narratives, it was encouraging that most interviews (at least 

70%) across all conditions contained a request for a free narrative and were devoid of jargon. 

Interviews with trained interviewers contained more attempts to set up a CI (i.e., use one of the 

three mnemonics) than those with untrained interviewers, which is consistent with previous 

descriptive field studies (see Kebbell & Milne, 1998).  

Granted that the trained interviewers attempted to use one of the mnemonics in 40% of 

the interviews (only reinstate mental context or encourage the witness to report everything was 

used), only a quarter of those interviews contained a proper set-up of that memory enhancing 

technique. On the one hand, it was somewhat surprising that more CI mnemonics were not 

observed in the interviews conducted by trained interviews because the trainees were provided 

with ‘instruction scripts’ that they could employ if they decided that the mnemonics would be 

useful to help their witness improve their memory. Having said this, research has shown that 
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some CI mnemonics are not implemented consistently by practitioners because they view them 

as being difficult to use (if they do not have the experience or skill set to implement them 

without aids), too complicated to communicate to witnesses, and/or take too long to implement 

(Brown, Lloyd-Jones, & Robinson, 2008; Clarke & Milne, 2001; Dando, Wilcock, & Milne, 

2009b; Kebbell, Milne, & Wagstaff, 1999; Memon, Holley, Milne, Köhnken, & Bull, 1994; 

Schreiber-Compo, Gregory, & Fisher, 2012). Compounded with the previously mentioned 

barriers to implementation, it is also the case that the interviewers were given the flexibility of 

using the mnemonics as needed. Thus, it might have been the case that the officers did not view 

the mnemonics as being needed during the interviews we sampled. Perhaps a greater emphasis 

during training that at least one of the mnemonics should be used during all interviews would 

have been reflected in our observations. 

Trained investigators asked more open-ended questions and asked fewer leading 

questions than untrained interviewers. Despite these improvements, the percentage of open-

ended questions asked by trained investigators is comparable to the percentages reported in other 

field studies of untrained interviewers where only approximately 6% of all questions asked 

began with tell, explain, or describe (see Myklebust & Alison, 2000; Snook & Keating, 2010; 

Wright & Alison, 2004). Unfortunately, we also found that closed yes/no questions and probing 

questions constituted the vast majority of interviews by trained and untrained interviewers. 

Although probing questions have their place in an interview for filling in details, the proportion 

of these questions should not be as high as observed in our study.  

One intuitively appealing step to make improve the implementation of all desirable 

behaviors is to increase the intensity of the training (e.g., more practice interviews during 

training). However, research from the child interviewing research suggests that increasing the 
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intensity of the training may not be the most effective way forward. The child interviewing 

research suggests that a two-pronged approach may be required whereby interviewers are 

provided with scripts to follow and are provided with feedback/monitoring of their interviewers 

in the field (e.g., Lamb et al., 2002; Price & Roberts, 2011; Powell, 2008; Powell et al., 2005; 

also see Baddeley & Longman, 1978; Rischke, Roberts, & Price, 2011). For example, Powell, 

Fisher, & Hughes-Scholes (2008) found the most effective kind of feedback involved an expert 

identifying problems with the interviewer’s behavior during simulated interviews to prevent 

further errors being made and incorporated into the interviewer’s interviewing style. Of course 

we are aware that implementing an intensive training regimen that includes ongoing supervision 

and constructive feedback by experts is not a straightforward task (Powell, Hughes-Scholes, 

Smith, & Sharman, 2014). In fact, quality training and evaluation requires skill and commitment 

on a number of levels, such as highly skilled interviewers who are able to provide instruction to 

officers and commitment to interviewing excellence on an organizational level (e.g., human 

resources). Nevertheless, the evidence is clear that a commitment to a quality interviewing 

training initiative is required if organizations are intent on improving their interviewing and 

investigative abilities.  

A global assessment of our results suggests that it is possible to train investigators to 

conduct adequate interviews with witnesses. Notwithstanding the increase in desirable behaviors 

beyond what is exhibited by untrained interviewers, there is still much room for improvement in 

interviewing practices. We are encouraged by the fact that it is possible to transfer skills from the 

classroom to the field, but our results reiterate a growing concern about transferring complex 

skills into the field. We certainly look forward to future studies that define, a priori, interviewing 

skills as complex or simple and then proceed to test the extent to which complex skills are the 
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more difficult ones to transfer into practice. We also look forward to research that isolates the 

aspects of training programs that impacts the transference of skills directly. Additional research 

on the effect of individual differences in trainers and interviewers – along with research on the 

effect of the content and structure of training programs – on training effectiveness will ultimately 

allow for improvements in interviewing training programs so that skills get transferred fully into 

practice.  
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Table 1. Means and 95% Confidence Intervals of the Percentage of Question Types Asked as a 

Function of Condition 

 

Question Type 

 

  

Mean 

  

95% Confidence Interval 

 

 

Leading Questions 

    

Lower Limit 

  

Upper Limit 

 

Pre-control  1.89  0.68  3.12 

Post-control  1.63  0.41  2.85 

Pre-experimental  3.24  2.02  4.46 

Post-experimental  0.45  0.00  1.67 

Multiple Questions       

Pre-control  2.88  1.35  4.40 

Post-control  0.85  0.00  4.40 

Pre-experimental  1.89  0.37  3.41 

Post-experimental  1.5  0.00  3.02 

Closed yes/no questions       

Pre-control  44.12  38.17  50.06 

Post-control  43.09  37.15  49.04 

Pre-experimental  49.93  43.99  55.87 

Post-experimental  50.94  44.92  56.88 

Forced-choice questions       

Pre-control  1.91  0.46  3.36 

Post-control  4.53  3.07  5.98 

Pre-experimental  3.77  2.32  5.22 

Post-experimental  3.52  2.06  4.96 

Open-ended questions       

Pre-control  2.19  0.64  3.76 

Post-control  2.53  0.98  4.09 

Pre-experimental  2.61  1.05  4.17 

Post-experimental  5.05  3.49  6.61 

Probing questions       

Pre-control  46.99  41.34  52.66 

Post-control  47.36  41.70  53.02 

Pre-experimental  38.56  32.90  44.22 

Post-experimental  38.55  32.89  44.21 

 
 


