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Are Best Practices 
In Child Forensic Interviewing 

‘Trauma-Informed’?

Patti Toth, J.D.

Seattle PD Lip Sync Video:
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=khKxzTjoiD8
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Objectives
• Discuss principles & components of adult-

focused ‘trauma-informed’ interview 
approaches

• Compare with widely agreed best practices in 
child forensic interviewing to identify areas of 
agreement and differences

• Consider to what extent we should adopt (or 
substitute) adult-focused “trauma-informed” 
interview approaches in our child forensic 
interviews? 

CAVEAT
•This workshop is not meant to be a 
comprehensive review of best practices in 
child forensic interviewing

•For basic understanding of current best 
practices in child forensic interviewing, see 
the following resources
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Resources:
Current 

Best Practices

In Child Forensic 
Interviewing

http://www.apsac.org/practice-guidelines
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http://www.ojjdp.gov/pubs/248749.pdf

Additional Resources
• Book: Tell Me What Happened: Questioning Children About Abuse, Second Edition, 

by Michael E. Lamb, Deidre A. Brown, Irit Hershkowitz, Yael Orbach, & Phillip W. 

Esplin; Wiley Series in Psychology of Crime, Policing and Law; Dec. 2018

• Articles, book chapters and other resources written by Tom Lyon: 

http://works.bepress.com/thomaslyon

• Book: Interviewing Children: The Science of Conversation in Forensic Contexts, by 

Debra Poole, Amer. Psych. Assn., June 2016, 

http://www.apa.org/pubs/books/4317408.aspx

• Book: Handbook on Questioning Children: A Linguistic Perspective, 3rd Ed. (2013); by 

Anne Graffam Walker, Ph.D. & Julie Kenniston; ABA Center on Children and the Law

• Chapter 5: “Investigative interviewing of the child,” by Thomas Lyon, in D.N. Duquette 

& A.M. Haralambie (Eds.) Child Welfare Law and Practice (3d Ed.)
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Tell Me What 

Happened: 

Questioning 

Children About 

Abuse, 2nd Edition

Michael E. Lamb, 

Deirdre A. Brown, Irit

Hershkowitz, Yael 

Orbach, Phillip W. Esplin

ISBN: 978-1-118-88124-8 
July 2018 
Wiley-Blackwell

Recent science suggests 

that ‘One protocol fits all’ 

approach may be too 

limiting

Child Forensic 

Interviewing:

Where are we today?
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Increasingly, interviewers 

may be trained in a variety of 

interview models or protocols 

and utilize a “toolbox” of 

evidence-based techniques, 

individualized to the needs of 

the child and the case.

“Trauma-Informed”

Why is it the New ‘Buzz Word’?

Current increased attention to 

sexual assault in society 

& the media
(esp. after allegations against Harvey Weinstein & 

many other famous people)
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Trauma-Informed Care
• An incredibly broad concept 

• “A framework of thinking and interventions that are 
directed by a thorough understanding of the 
profound neurological, biological, psychological, 
and social effects trauma has on an individual, 
while recognizing that person’s constant 
interdependent needs for safety, connections, and 
ways to manage emotions and impulses”
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https://www.motherjones.com/politics/2018/09/kavanaugh-
hearings-show-how-not-interview-survivors-of-sexual-assault/
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All this attention has exposed biases that are common in 
adult sexual  assault investigations & rape cases

• Such as how victims should look & act

–They should not drink or take drugs 

–They should not dress provocatively

• ‘She asked for it’ attitude

• These biases that often affect how victims are 
interviewed
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Tracey Ulman video
•Laughter is an important component of 
effective TFCBT

•It can also be a good way of helping to focus 
professionals (esp. law enforcement) on issues 
related to how they interact with victims

What were you wearing? 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=51-hepLP8J4

We’re now paying more attention to what 
sexual assault and harassment really is

And the difference between truly 
consensual & non-consensual sexual 
activity
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An excellent video that explains 
“consent” very clearly:

Tea Consent:
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=fGoWLWS4-kU

And the concern around these issues isn’t 
limited to adults; we’re hearing more about 
child sexual abuse that’s occurred for years 

Examples

• Larry Nassar

• The Catholic Church
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What do we know about 
the factors that influence 

charging decisions and jury 
verdicts in CSA (child sexual 

abuse) cases? 
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Case Characteristics That Predict 

Likelihood of Prosecution

◼More severe alleged abuse 

◼Presence of additional evidence

◼Defendant characteristics, such as being a 

“non-family” offender or having a prior police 

record

◼Child victim age between 7 & 12

Does perceived emotional behavior of child 

affect prosecutors’ evaluations & decisions?

If prosecutors noted emotionality of 

child, those cases were more likely to 

be recommended for prosecution

o Castellia, P., and Goodman, G.

“Children’s perceived emotional behavior at disclosure and prosecutors’ evaluations,” 

Child Abuse & Neglect 38 (2014) 1521–1532
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Does perceived emotional behavior of child 

affect prosecutors’ evaluations & decisions?

◼Visible emotional behaviors - rare in interviews

◼Since most children don’t disclose abuse for 1st 

time during the forensic interview, this may 

affect perceived intensity of their emotional 

behavior

o Castellia, P., and Goodman, G.

“Children’s perceived emotional behavior at disclosure and prosecutors’ evaluations,” 

Child Abuse & Neglect 38 (2014) 1521–1532

Children’s perceived emotionality 

was generally not intense. Except 

for sadness, which 65% of the 

children were perceived to display 

at least “a little bit,” the majority of 

children were not judged to display 

any behavioral sign of emotions.
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Relation between Evidence 

and Jury Verdicts

Type of evidence predicted outcomes

Use of force: 7 x more likely to convict

Increased chance of acquittal if:

Cont’d contact w/defendant 

(3 x more likely to acquit)

oStolzenberg, S.N., & Lyon, T.D., “Evidence summarized in attorney’s closing 

arguments predicts acquittals in criminal trials of child sexual abuse,” 

Child Maltreatment, May 2014

Relation between Evidence 

and Jury Verdicts

◼Jurors may expect violence instead of seduction

◼Yet, only 10% of cases included references to 

grooming behaviors & other manipulation

◼There is a need for prosecutors to find ways to 

explain dynamics of sexual abuse 

oStolzenberg, S.N., & Lyon, T.D., “Evidence summarized in attorney’s closing 

arguments predicts acquittals in criminal trials of child sexual abuse,” 

Child Maltreatment, May 2014
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It’s apparent that similar biases & 
expectations (on the part of 

prosecutors, judges & jurors) can affect 
child sexual abuse cases in the criminal 
justice system, making it more difficult 

to get criminal cases pursued in the first 
place, and successfully prosecuted when 

they are filed

So that brings us to the 
current emphasis on being

“Trauma-Informed”

What Does It Mean?
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This video does an excellent job explaining 
how trauma (when you’re overwhelmed by 

something out of your control) may affect 
memory:
Trauma response causes the brain to 
go into survival mode and can trigger 
‘fight, flight or freeze’ response 

https://vimeo.com/126501517

“Trauma & the Brain”

“Trauma-Informed”
• Recognize the effects of trauma on the brain:

–Victims may not remember everything that 

happened during the abuse/assault

–Memories may be fragmented or incomplete

–Victims may not be able to describe events in a 

clear chronological fashion
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“Trauma-Informed”

These same effects have long been 

recognized as applicable to children 

being interviewed about suspected 

abuse, due to both developmental 

factors & trauma impacts  

There is now a lot that’s been  
developed regarding “trauma-
informed” interviewing in adult

sexual assault & domestic 
violence (DV) cases
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Basic Principles: 

“Trauma-Informed” Interviewing

• Allow the victim to “direct the narrative”

• Use the five senses to aid a victim in recalling 

the assault

• Take a victim-centered approach:

– Consider your demeanor & the interview location 

– Allow a support person (adult cases)

– Make victim feel as comfortable as possible

CFI Best Practices 
• While not specifically described as “Trauma Informed,” best 

practices in child forensic interview (CFI) have incorporated 
almost all features on previous slide for a long time

• Possible exception = having an advocate present during CFI

– Generally considered to be best practice to have only the 
interviewer & child in the room during an interview assuming the 
child  is comfortable with the interviewer

– Children much less likely to understand an advocate’s role: just one 
more person’s reaction for child to be concerned about 
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Trauma Informed Interviewing in Adult 
Rape & DV Cases

• Practitioners who have learned about the neurobiology of 
trauma from experts have tried to apply this knowledge to 
the development of “trauma-informed” interviewing 
techniques in adult rape & DV cases

• So these & other approaches are among a number of 
current different trainings & approaches advocating 
trauma-informed interviewing of adult rape and DV victims 
which share the same basic principles & characteristics 

• With the exception of preliminary research on Utah’s TIVI, 
there appears to be no published field research on the use 
of any of these approaches (including no field research on 
the use of the FETI)

Recent Adult-Focused
“Trauma Informed” Interviewing

Examples & Information

• US Dept. of Justice OVC Human Trafficking Guide
• International Chiefs of Police (IACP) training and other resources
• National Sexual Violence Resource Center
• End Violence Against Women International (EVAWI) website 

w/webinars & other info
• SAKI (Sexual Assault Kit Initiative) webinars on Neurobiology of 

Trauma
• FETI (Forensic Experiential Trauma Interview)
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https://www.ovcttac.gov/taskforceguide/eguide/5-building-strong-cases/53-victim-interview-
preparation/trauma-informed-victim-interviewing/

OVC Definition: Forensic Interview

“A non-leading, victim sensitive, 
neutral, and developmentally 

appropriate investigative interview 
that helps law enforcement 

determine whether a crime occurred 
and what happened” 
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OVC: Trauma-Informed Interviews
• Goals: reduce trauma to the victim while maximizing 

information rec’d from the interview

• Uses an understanding of the neurobiology of trauma to 

gain information

• “Delivered with an understanding of the vulnerabilities and 

experiences of trauma survivors, including the prevalence 

and physical, social, and emotional impact of trauma”

• Survivor’s safety, choice, and control are prioritized  

• Recognize disclosure is a process and traumatic memories 

are stored in the brain differently

http://www.theiacp.org/Trauma-Informed-Sexual-
Assault-Investigation-Training
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“The interview is a way to allow 
the victim to express what their 
experience was rather than just 
what they remember or do not 

remember. Capturing the 
trauma and the sensory and 

peripheral details of the event 
is compelling evidence.” 
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https://www.nsvrc.org/sarts/toolkit/5-2

https://www.nsvrc.org/sarts/toolkit/5-2
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https://www.nsvrc.org/sarts/toolkit/5-2
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http://www.evawintl.org/
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https://efficientgov.com/blog/2018/05/30/saki-quick-take-5-keys-to-trauma-

informed-victim-interviews/
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SAKI 5 Keys (from previous slide)

All of these are considered 

best practices in the CFI field 
(w/modifications to be developmentally appropriate)

• Eliciting Sensory Details: “What did you see?” “What 

did you hear?” Etc.

• Emotional Response: “How did you feel (OR “what were 

you thinking…”) when ___ happened?”

• Physiological Effects: “What did you do/feel after?” 

“How do you feel now?”

DOs and DON’Ts
• Don’t interrupt the victim

• Do use their words (e.g., “rape” versus “sexual assault”)

• Don’t zero in on discrepancies

• Don’t force victims to prematurely try to piece together 
fragmented memories

• Don’t interrogate

• Don’t take a judgmental, parental tone

• Do make sure they have eaten and slept 

• Don’t give opinions in the initial report
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SAKI DOs & DON’Ts

All of these have long 

been considered best 

practices in CFI

https://www.campussafetymagazine.com/public/interview_sexual_assault_victims/
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TIVI: Trauma-Informed Victim Interview 
(Utah)

1. Set the Tone - explain interviewer & V advocate 

roles, purpose of interview,  importance of sharing 

everything, OK to say “I don’t know”

2. Listen to the Victim - shut up and listen to the 

victim’s full account of what happened; don’t 

interrupt; be patient; use silence as a tool; ask 

sensory & feeling Qs

3. Explain the Process

TIVI: Trauma-Informed Victim Interview 
(Utah)

Preliminary research in Utah suggests 

the TIVI has resulted in increased 

rates of successful prosecutions & 

increased victim satisfaction   

https://www.campussafetymagazine.com/public/interview_sexual_assault_victims/
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So, that brings us to the “FETI”

What is it?

If you do an internet search 
the following slides show some of the results

you may come up with
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FETI: Forensic Experiential Trauma Interview

• One of the most well-known recent ‘trauma-

informed’ adult-focused interviewing protocols

• Developed by Russell Strand, former US Army CID

• Strong proponent for widespread use of the FETI

• Embraced by victim advocates, who appreciate 

that it emphasizes not expecting adult victims to be 

able to provide ‘typical’ information expected from 

witnesses to crime

FETI: Forensic Experiential 

Trauma Interview

Russell Strand

https://www.strandsquared.com/

https://www.certifiedfeti.com/ 
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http://www.evawintl.org/

https://www.strandsquared.com/
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https://www.certifiedfeti.com/
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“A Conversation with the Brainstem”

•Subtitle for earlier FETI presentations 

•Can you do ‘trauma-informed’ interviews 
without being “rooted in  the 
neuroscience”?

•Strand seems to be saying “no” very 
strongly
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A Closer Examination of the FETI

•Since it is arguably the most widespread & 
well-known “trauma-informed” approach 

•And since the developer Russell Strand 
sometimes appears to support its use in child 
forensic interviews, although there have been 
mixed messages from him

“I believe FETI is an excellent approach for interviewing any 

victim or witness of a traumatic or highly stressful experience, & 

this includes both adults & adolescents, as well as younger 

children (i.e., under the age of 12). FETI has yielded some 

amazing results with children, but research & collaboration with 

child forensic interview professionals is needed before offering a 

wholesale recommendation for this practice. I believe child 

forensic interviewers must follow policy guidance & interview 

protocols of their respective agency & great caution in terms of 

deviation should be used when interviewing children under 6 

years of age.”
2017 EVAWI Webinar Chat Q & A: Forensic Experiential Trauma Interviewing - Russell Strand

Is FETI a good tool for interviewing children as well as adults? 
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From a Recent Presentation by Russell Strand
(Though the “RATAC” protocol was revised & is no longer 

being taught by those who developed it) 
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A Closer Examination of the FETI

The following slides contain 
information from the websites for 

“strandsquared” for “Certified FETI”

Strand Contends
• Current interview protocols (CFI?) pre-date current 

understanding of neuroscience & the impact of high stress & 

trauma on memory

• Most interview protocols require a narrative in a sequential or 

logical way 

• Heavy reliance on “Who” “What” “When” “Where”

• Many professionals believe “being nice” or focusing primarily 

on open-ended Qs will make the response “trauma informed”  

• “Being nice and utilization of open-ended questions are a 

good start but do not fully qualify the approach as trauma 

informed.”
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Trauma Informed Interviews Include:

• Demonstrating genuine empathy

• Ensuring that interview location is neutral, 

comfortable, convenient, & safe - physically and 

emotionally

• Facilitating disclosure of the experience

• Encouraging and allowing the victim to do most 

(90%) of the talking

• Allowing time and space for the victim to process 

the experience
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Trauma Informed Interviews Include:

• Providing the victim as much control over and 

during the interview as possible

• Conducting progressive interviews when 

appropriate

• Having a working knowledge of trauma-related 

memory & impact of trauma including freeze, flee, 

fight, tonic immobility, collapsed immobility, 

mental defeat, dissociation & other normal 

reactions to trauma

Trauma Informed Interviews Should

• Focus on brain-based cues such as “tell me more”
& use of sensory questions

• Concentrate on central rather than peripheral 
details

• Collect information about context of the 
experience – before, during & after, and about 

impact of the experience

• Avoid asking “why” questions

• Be recorded
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Comparison w/CFI Best Practices

• CFI best practices incorporate almost all of what’s listed 

on the previous 3 slides as to what a trauma-informed 

interview is and what it “should” do

• The one item child forensic interviewers might benefit 

from is “having a working knowledge of trauma-related 

memory & impact of trauma including freeze, flee, fight, 

tonic immobility, collapsed immobility, mental defeat, 

dissociation…”

• But, recognize that child victims may or may not exhibit 

these characteristics

Trauma Informed Interviews Avoid

• Re-traumatizing the victim through actions, 
improper questions, victim blaming, slut shaming 
or demeanor

• Judging victim behaviors or actions

• Focusing primarily on peripheral details and the 
primary use of who, what, where, why, when and 

how type questions

• In-depth interviews following acute trauma – we 
advocate waiting until after 1-2 sleep cycles
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Trauma Informed Interviews Avoid

• Focusing on a narrative or sequence of events

• Asking “Who/What/Where/When/Why/How” 

questions

• Telling the person “it is not their fault”

• Telling the person “tell the truth”

• Building rapport as it may come off as “small 

talk” or “unauthentic”

Comparison w/CFI Best Practices

• CFI best practices avoid what’s listed on the 

first slide as to what a trauma-informed 

interview should AVOID

• The 4 highlighted items on the preceding  

slide are contrary to existing research 

regarding best practices in child forensic 

interviewing
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So What Exactly is the FETI?

The following slide shows the 
questions that make up the FETI, 

from numerous presentations given 
by Russell Strand - found on the 

EVAWI website
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“FETI Funnel”
• Shown on the next slide, from Mr. Strand’s 

presentations

• The concept of a ‘funnel approach’ to 

questions/prompts during an interview, as well 

as extensive use of “Tell me more…” prompts 

has been an integral part of best practices in 

child forensic interviewing for a long time   
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Despite the robust body of research 
and experience supporting best 

practices in CFI, some have argued 
that we should use the FETI & other 

trauma-informed adult-focused 
approaches to interview children.

So should we abandon our current CFI protocols & 

start using the FETI or other “trauma-informed” 

techniques developed for use in adult sexual assault 

& DV cases? 

My opinion is “no.”  We should pay attention to, learn 

from, and support the work being done by our 

colleagues involved in adult sexual assault & DV 

cases, but it would not be a good idea to replace 

the CFI protocols to which we have already devoted 

much time & ongoing effort. 
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Best Practices in Child Forensic Interviewing

• NICHD field research published since end of 1990s

• Influenced everyone & led to changes in 

understanding of best practices

• This research continues & has inspired others

• Nearly 2 decades of extensive laboratory and field 

research informs CFI best practices

Michael E. Lamb, Y. Orbach, I. Hershkowitz, P. W. Esplin & D.Horowitz

“A structured forensic interview protocol improves the quality and informativeness of investigative interviews with 

children: A review of research using the NICHD Investigative Interview Protocol” 

Child Abuse & Neglect, Vol. 31, Issues 11-12, Nov.-Dec. 2007, pp. 1201-1231
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Concerns

• Should we start interviews by 

telling children we’re sorry this 

happened to them?

The first thing = 

“Acknowledge their trauma”
• FETI training recommends that interviewers start by saying 

something such as, “I’m sorry this happened to you.”

• Such a statement during a CFI would likely be seen as 

compromising the objectivity of the interviewer since it 

could be argued it reflects a bias

• The book on the following slide recounts what happened 

in the 1980s & 1990s, when “Believe the Children” was a 

common refrain & how it led to skepticism about the 

results of interviews w/children at that time 
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Publisher: 

Public Affairs 

August 2015

Tell Me What 

Happened: 

Questioning 

Children About 

Abuse, 2nd Edition

Michael E. Lamb, 

Deirdre A. Brown, Irit

Hershkowitz, Yael 

Orbach, Phillip W. Esplin

ISBN: 978-1-118-88124-8 
July 2018 
Wiley-Blackwell
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Revised NICHD Protocol

◼ NEP before instructions

◼ Interviewers express interest in children's 

experiences, & echo, acknowledge & 

explore child’s expressed feelings 

◼ Provide positive reinforcement of child’s 

efforts

◼ Communicate empathy re: expressed 

feelings about interview experience

Revised NICHD Protocol

◼ “I really want to know you better.”

◼ “You say you were [sad/angry/etc.].”

◼ “I see/ I understand what you’re saying.”

◼ “Tell me more about [the feeling].”

◼ “Thank you for sharing that with me.”

◼ “You’re really helping me understand.”

◼ “I know [it’s a long interview/there are lots of 

questions/other difficulties the child expressed].”
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Concerns
About Applying FETI Principles to CFIs

AVOID Asking 

Who/What/Where/When/Why/How 

questions?

Concerns
About Applying FETI Principles to CFIs

Open-ended use of “WH” prompts, especially 

when they reference actions described by the 

child, such as “Tell me what happened…” 

prompts,  have been shown repeatedly by 

research to be especially beneficial in child 

forensic interviews

Ahern, Andrews, Stolzenberg & Lyon 

“The productivity of wh- prompts in child forensic interviews,” Journal of Interpersonal Violence (Nov. 2015) 

Andrews, Ahern, Stolzenberg, & Lyon 

“The productivity of wh- prompts when children testify,”  Applied Cognitive Psychology (Nov. 2015)
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Most Productive Wh- Prompts
◼ “Happen” prompts: referring to a sequence of events 

that take place over time 

◼What happened? 

◼What happened next?

◼ Then what happened?

◼How did it happen?

◼ Dynamic prompts: referencing actions, often include 
the word “do”

◼E.g., What did he do? 

Concerns
About Applying FETI Principles to CFIs

• Advice to AVOID focusing on “a narrative or 

sequence of events” and to AVOID “building 

rapport” suggests that interviewers should avoid 

Narrative Event Practice, a critical component of 

best practice child forensic interviewing

• This advice ignores the substantial & 

uncontroverted research evidence about the 

benefits of Narrative Event Practice
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Narrative 

Event 

Practice
(NEP)

APSAC 2102 Practice Guidelines Forensic Interviewing 
See Section IV. 5 – “Narrative Event Practice” 

Narrative Event Practice

Explore a neutral non-abusive event

from start to finish

◼Elicits episodic memory (rather than script 
memory)

◼ Start w/: “Tell me everything that happened 

from the beginning to the end when _____.”
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Narrative Event Practice

Purposes:
• Teach child type of prompts (open-ended) & type 

of responses (narratives w/lots of details) expected 

for rest of interview – child & interviewer practice this 

pattern

• Engage the child/Develop rapport

• Assess child’s use & understanding of 

language/Developmental level/Willingness to 

answer questions

Clear Scientific Evidence
• When NEP is included in interviews, children’s later 

reports about their abuse experiences during the 

substantive phase are longer (contain more details) 

& more accurate 

• 1st published article in a peer reviewed scientific 

journal demonstrating this: 1997

• Many subsequent field research studies since then 

have been published and all support & strengthen 

the conclusion about the benefits of NEP in CFIs
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“Desirable” Practice Narratives

Average number of details 

per open-ended prompt

was almost 5 times higher

Heather L. Price , Kim P. Roberts , & Rea Collins, 

“The quality of children's allegations of abuse in investigative interviews containing practice narratives,” 

Journal of Applied Research in Memory & Cognition, Volume 2, Issue 1, March 2013, Pages 1–6
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Done correctly, NEP should not come across 

as “small talk” or “unauthentic”

• Interviewer should exhibit genuine interest in the child 
(as more than just a victim)

• Possibilities for how to introduce NEP to an older child:

Before we talk about the reason you’re here…

• I want you to know how I ask questions and want you 

to answer, OR 

• It might be helpful for you to know how I ask questions, 
so I’m going to ask you to tell me about your morning.

Possibility for how to introduce NEP 
to a young child:

I have a different way of asking questions that I 

want to practice with you … 

Think back to this morning when you first 

opened your eyes … and tell me everything 

that happened from when you woke up until ….
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Concerns
About Applying FETI Principles to CFIs

• FETI: AVOID asking for promise to tell the truth

• Research & experience suggest that there are 

important reasons to ask most children to 

promise to tell the truth

Why include the promise?

Research shows: 
Eliciting a child’s promise to tell truth increases 

honesty, decreases lies

Even if child cannot demonstrate understanding of 

the difference between telling the truth & telling a lie

Thomas D. Lyon, Lindsay C. Malloy, Jodi A. Quas, & Victoria Talwar 

Coaching, Truth Induction, and Young Maltreated Children’s False Allegations and False Denials

79 CHILD DEVELOPMENT 914 (2008)
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Other Reasons? 

◼Reinforces seriousness

◼Responses can give you valuable 

information, such as a child revealing 

having been coached to lie

Question: 

“Do you promise that 

you will tell the truth?”

Child’s Response:

“I can’t.”
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Overall Concern
About Applying FETI Principles to CFIs

The trauma involved in the majority of child 

sexual abuse (CSA) cases isn’t the same as 

the trauma experienced in many overtly 

violent adult assaults (because of the 

grooming & gradual ‘seduction’ process 

employed by offenders) 

The Tale
• This HBO movie is excellent & tells the 

powerful true story about sexual abuse 
experienced by a 13 year old 

• It makes clear how offenders manipulate 
children into believing they are willing 
participants  

https://thetalemovie.com/

https://www.hbo.com/movies/the-tale 
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“It was not that I suddenly 
remembered more, 
because I always 

remembered everything.
It was like a light went on in 

a part of the room that I had 
kept slightly dim.”

“Most child sexual abuse… tends to be associated with grooming, & 

grooming is designed to gradually break down the child’s resistance to 

sexual contact that, were it to be engaged in from the outset, would be 

very stressful & potentially terrifying to the child. Indeed, most 

perpetrators of child sexual abuse are systematically training the child 

to dissociate from the inappropriate, strange, unwanted & potentially 

frightening behaviors, sensations & emotions associated with such 

betrayal & exploitation. Thus most (but certainly not all) child sexual 

abuse tends not to be associated with the states of intense fear that 

result in sudden fear circuitry activation...”

EVAWI Webinar Chat Questions: Neurobiology of Sexual Assault - James Hopper, PhD 
Teaching Associate in Psychology at Harvard Medical School 
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The strategies revealed in the books and 
websites described on the following 5 

slides are often employed by successful 
child molesters 
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How Trauma May Affect 
a Child’s Brain

• Influences on brain development will be different 

for each child

• Changes in the brain due to trauma can improve 

over time

• Especially when children experience safe, stable, 

and supportive environments after trauma

“How can trauma affect the brain?” by Katie McLaughlin 

Stress & Development Lab, University of Washington  

https://tfcbt.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/05/Trauma-and-the-Brain-Handout-2014.pdf

“How can trauma affect the brain?” by Katie McLaughlin 

Stress & Development Lab, University of Washington  

https://tfcbt.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/05/Trauma-and-the-Brain-Handout-2014.pdf
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Trauma-Focused Cognitive Behavioral Therapy 
Developed by Drs. Anthony Mannarino, Judith Cohen & Esther Deblinger

An evidence-based treatment that has been evaluated 

and refined during the past 25 years to help children and 

adolescents recover after trauma 

Trauma Narrative
• A critical part of TF-CBT

• Talking about a traumatic experience 

helps organize memories & feelings into 

a more manageable & understandable 

psychological 'package'

159

160



6/21/2019

81

https://pdfs.semanticscholar.org/ac3c/16561e0757f2ee83db50c3f32c298d5bae88.pdf

Autobiographical Memory 
• Important to a child’s ability to describe an 
experienced abusive event 

• A form of episodic memory which permits a child 
to think about specific past events

• Components:

• Holds personal relevance

• Is located in a particular place and time

• Can be expressed verbally, and

• Indicates autonoetic awareness
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Autonoetic Awareness
“The capacity to be aware of one's own existence as 
an entity in time; the human ability to mentally place 

ourselves in the past, in the future, or in 
counterfactual situations, and to thus be able to 

examine our own thoughts. Our sense of self affects 
our behavior, in the present, past and future; the 
capacity to recursively introspect on one's own 
subjective experience through time, that is, to 

perceive the continuity in one's identity from the past 
to the present and into the future.”

Autobiographical Memory 
•“Arguably, children do not demonstrate 

episodic memory abilities until about 4 years 

of age, as they are not capable of thinking 

back to specific past events prior to that age”

•Being older and scoring higher in cognitive 
functioning was related to fewer inaccuracies 
in memory retrieval about a stressful medical 
event
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Some Highlights & Conclusions
• Children who experience sexual and/or physical abuse 

might retain a better memory of the event as opposed to 
child neglect

• 1 study found that severity of PTSD symptoms was positively 
associated with memory accuracy

• Frequency of abuse associated with greater proportion of 
omission errors

• Abuse severity and greater legal involvement predicted 
fewer commission errors 

• Maternal support following disclosure was the most 
significant predictor of memory accuracy

Some Highlights & Conclusions
• Forensic interviewing protocols need to be “trauma-
informed” and take into account the impact of 
trauma on the child

• Impact of trauma on memory systems is important 
to consider in relation to autobiographical memory 
development and forensic interviewing

• However, developmental differences in memory 
retrieval are equally important to examine when 
considering the forensic implications of preschool 
children reporting abuse
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Practice Implications
• Important to utilize a trauma-informed response for both 

children being interviewed as potential victims, as well as non-

offending caregivers 

• Targeted education and support services for mothers & other 

primary caregivers could be offered by the local CAC & 

corresponding MDT

• Can strengthen a child’s ability to accurately recall

• May strengthen caregiver’s ability to support their child 

throughout the investigation & prosecution process & assist in 

child’s recovery

Overall Concern
About Applying FETI Principles to CFIs

The FETI & other adult-focused “trauma 

informed” approaches do not appear to 

take developmental considerations into 

account when interviewing children
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Language is the source of 
misunderstandings

Antoine de Saint-Exupery
The Little Prince 

All grown-ups were once 
children... but only a few 

of them remember it.

Antoine de Saint-Exupery 
The Little Prince
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FETI questions that are developmentally 

inappropriate, grammatically complex, & 

unlikely to be understood by a child:

• What are you able to tell me about your experience?

• Help me understand your thoughts when… .

• What were your reactions to this experience?

• What was the most difficult part of this experience for you?

• What if anything can’t you forget about your experience?
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Where’s the research?
• There is no systematic research (yet?) on the FETI or 

other adult-focused ‘trauma-informed’ interview 
approaches

• Unlike our field, where we now have an impressive 
body of scientifically rigorous research (both field 
and laboratory) that has led to the development of 
systematic research-based interview guidelines for 

CFIs, which continue to be revised based on 
ongoing research

Overall Concern
About Using Adult-Focused Trauma Informed 

Approaches to Interview Children 

Where’s the Research?
Until & unless there is field research showing the 

efficacy & superiority of these approaches in 

child interviews, they should not be used in 

place of established child forensic interviewing 

protocols 
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What can we learn & apply from the work 

being done re: adult-focused “trauma-

informed” interviewing?
• Traumatic experiences that are associated with (higher 

degrees of) fear, stress or emotional arousal can be 

associated w/poor encoding of contextual & time-sequence 

information 

• Be careful w/sequencing prompts & others such as time 

segmentation prompts that they don’t implicitly suggest that 

the child should remember, when perhaps such sequence 

info was not encoded & isn’t available for retrieval – this is 

where making sure to do a good job w/the ‘don’t guess’ 

instruction can be esp. impt.

What else could be done (to learn how CFIs 

can do better at being  ‘trauma-informed’)?

• Perhaps future research could look specifically at 

impacts of fear/stress/arousal during abuse & other 

traumatic experiences on memory encoding & retrieval

• Possibly try to compare sexual abuse that occurs after a 

long period of grooming (in which potential fear and 

stress responses were systematically averted by the 

perpetrator) vs. sexual abuse experiences for which the 

child was not manipulatively "prepared" and in which 

surprise/fear/distress were high 
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Conclusions
• Many “trauma-informed” techniques already incorporated in CFI 

best practices

• Because of grooming & manipulation, CSA often does not 

involve states of intense fear that result in sudden fear circuitry 

activation, thus the dynamics (& trauma impacts) are not the 

same as in adult sexual assault & DV cases  

• Developmental considerations are crucial when interviewing 

children, and are not evident in adult-focused approaches

• Child forensic interviewers should be aware of the impact of 

trauma on a child’s brain & how it might affect memory & the 

interview - be prepared to add to your toolbox & further 

customize interviews based on this information 
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Thank you for all you do!

Patti Toth, J.D.

Washington State 

Criminal Justice Training Commission

ptoth@cjtc.state.wa.us

patoth@outlook.com
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