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APSAC’s Approach to

Child Forensic Interviewing

“Learning to Listen”

THEME: Learning to Listen

• FIs need to do better listening to children 
(“listen more, talk less”)
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APSAC Clinic & Guidelines

Fundamental Goal: 

Learning to Listen Effectively to Children

Accomplished through:

• Genuine engagement

• Successful use of open-ended prompts

• Recognition that best practices will 

continue to evolve

THEME: Learning to Listen

• AND…FIs & researchers need to continue 
to work on listening to & learning from 
each other
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Bridging the Gap Between 

Practitioners & Researchers

• APSAC founded in 1986 by multidisciplinary 

pioneers, both researchers and practitioners

• FI best practices a priority from the beginning

• 1st national guidelines re: child interviewing(1990 & 

earlier)

• 1st 40 hour forensic interviewing training 

program – APSAC Child Forensic Interview Clinic 

• Clinic included practicum from beginning
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This panel & the special issue of the Advisor are representative of 
what APSAC tries to do (“Cross-pollination” - Kathleen Faller)

• Invite input/exchange of info by all the major players (bring 
together experts involved in the various approaches to FI) 

• So professionals, whether FIs or others who rely on FIs, have as 

much info as possible to guide them

Also, APSAC places tremendous value on scientific research, not to 
supplant interviewer experience, but to inform it – since there has, in 
the past, been a tendency to discount research if it challenged what 
has been considered conventional wisdom/flew in the face of 
traditional interview methods

APSAC’s Approach

• APSAC Child Forensic Interview Clinic

• APSAC 2012 Practice Guidelines
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http://www.apsac.org/practice-guidelines

Current version of FI Guidelines published in 
2012 serves as basis for APSAC’s approach

• Narrative interview approach emphasizing free recall 
techniques  

• Informed in large part by NICHD research and Tom 
Lyon’s work

• Flexible, evolving 

• APSAC strives to be an early adopter of lessons learned 
from research; ex. = Narrative Event Practice
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APSAC 2012 Practice Guidelines  
Forensic Interviewing

Engage in Practice 

that is Research 

Informed

APSAC 2012 Practice Guidelines  
Forensic Interviewing

Engage in Practice that is Research 
Informed

Interviewers should make every effort 
to be aware of new and existing 

research relevant to forensic 
interviewing, and use this knowledge 

to guide them in improving their 
practice.
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“APSAC recommends a narrative 

interview approach with an emphasis 

on research-based free recall 

techniques aimed at eliciting reliable 

verbal narratives whenever possible 

from children.” 

APSAC’s Approach

15

16



9/23/2020

9

Most researched in the world:

Over 40,000 

real-life interviews 

by 2007

The NICHD Protocol

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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Thomas D. Lyon, J.D., Ph.D. 
Professor of Law & Psychology at USC 

http://works.bepress.com/thomaslyon

http://shop.americanbar.org/eBus/Store/Product
Details.aspx?productId=213559

American Bar 

Association
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APSAC 2012 Practice Guidelines  
Forensic Interviewing

“…some aspects of interviewing 
for which there is limited or no 

evidence base.” 

“Currently, there are some aspects of 
interviewing for which there is limited or no 
evidence base. Interviewers will need to 

exercise their best professional judgment in 
individual cases and stay informed about the 

latest research and developments.” 

Analog studies and field research provide useful 
guidance, but realize there are many aspects of 

interviewing for which we have little or no research 
to guide us, AND that as continuing research is 

done, things may change (think of medical 
evaluation & treatment)
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Be Flexible

APSAC 2012 Practice Guidelines  
Forensic Interviewing

Structure/Flexibility

”Both structured and semi-structured interview 

formats can be effective and increase adherence 

to best practice recommendations. While it is 

important for the interviewer to be flexible & adapt 

the interview to the individual child, completely 

unstructured interviews are not advised.”
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Major Guiding Principle 

APSAC Code of Ethics:

Best Interests of the Child

APSAC Code of Ethics

“We conduct ourselves at all times 
in a manner consistent with the 

best interests of the child… 

can be a complex undertaking…”
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Best Interests of the Child
Requires “…analysis of varying values, 

interests, cultural differences and 

childhood needs and capabilities.  When 

certain objectives or purposes compete, 

the APSAC member makes the best 

interests of the child the priority in 

evaluating alternatives.”

Ethical Responsibility of Interviewers

• To act in the “best interests of the child”

• A complex undertaking

• Emphasis on reliability (accuracy will result in the 

best possible decisions re: a child’s safety & well-

being and offender accountability)

• Adapt to individual child: take into account 

cultural background, special needs, etc.
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Primary Focus

Successful Use of 

Open-ended Prompts

APSAC 2012 Practice Guidelines  
Forensic Interviewing

Encourage Narratives

“…utilize questioning techniques most 

likely to enhance the production of 

reliable information… .” 

APSAC 2102 Practice Guidelines  Forensic Interviewing 
See Section III. 11 – “Question Types” 
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Successful Use of Open-ended Prompts

• Especially action-focused

• Research consistently shows interviewers 

have difficulty doing this

• “It’s simple but not easy.” (Tom Lyon) 

Talking Past Each Other: Interviewer & Child Verbal 
Exchanges in Forensic Interviews, Wolfman, Brown & Jose, 

Law & Human Behavior, Vol. 40 No. 2, 107-117 (2016)

• Interviewers generally don’t adjust to 

children’s style of responding

• Children who are ready & willing to talk about 

abuse allegation will do so, and children who 

are not willing & able won’t be forthcoming 

regardless of the types of Qs posed to them
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Open-Ended Prompts to 

Encourage Narratives and Learn:

• Details about abuse experiences

• ALSO about:

• Other possible witnesses & evidence

• Circumstances surrounding the abuse

• Child’s perspective and dynamics, 

including what happened before and 

after abusive acts

Open-Ended Prompts
• Tell me... . Tell me about… . Tell me all about…

• Tell me everything that happened… 

• …from…until… . (time segmentation)

• Then what happened?  What happened next?

• Tell me more.  

• Tell me what you saw/heard/felt/thought… . 
(sensory perceptions)
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Don’t underestimate children: Realize they can often be 
amazing informants if we just give them a chance and have 
more faith in their abilities.  Really ‘learn to listen.’  What 
this requires is both better rapport, and better skill at being 
open-ended.  

Being too suggestive, or resorting to controversial techniques 
such as dolls or anatomical drawings too soon, sometimes 
happens because interviewers aren’t patient enough or 
confident enough in a child’s abilities or their own abilities, to 
elicit information in an open-ended non-suggestive way. 
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APSAC 2012 Practice Guidelines  
Forensic Interviewing

Importance of Establishing/Maintaining Rapport 

“Rather than being a discrete stage of the interview, 

rapport should be established & maintained throughout 

the entire interview.  The pace of the interview is 
primarily established by the child. The interviewer must 

be sensitive to the child’s needs & appreciate how 

difficult it may be for the child to talk to a stranger. The 

child should not be pressured to respond to questions.” 

Build & Maintain Rapport
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Build & Maintain Rapport

• Establish genuine connections w/children

• Use responsive listening

• Alone, effective rapport is powerful

• Alone, open-ended prompts are powerful

• Together, they comprise the best possible 

interview

Responsive Listening

Listen with eyes, ears and 
feelings
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How young is too 
young to interview?

Outline, p. 22

Where are we today?
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Where are we today?

• 30+ years of empirical research has led to 

near consensus on basic CFI strategies

• Widespread incorporation of a number of 

research-based techniques spotlighted by 

NICHD research 

http://www.ojjdp.gov/pubs/248749.pdf
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Comparison with Other Approaches

• Different protocols are more alike than different

• APSAC: Focus on understanding principles 
underlying best practices

• Foster critical thinking 

– So interviewers can make good decisions about what to 
do during the FI

– So interviewers can later explain why they did what they 
did & effectively defend their interviews
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APSAC 2012 Practice Guidelines  
Forensic Interviewing

“…there is no single correct 
way to interview a suspected 

child abuse victim.” 

Recent science suggests that 

‘One protocol fits all’ approach 

may be too limiting

Where are we today?

47

48



9/23/2020

25

Increasingly, interviewers are 

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.

Saywitz, Lyon and Goodman 

APSAC Handbook on Child Maltreatment (2017)

“Interviewers who have this skill set 

understand the dynamics of the type of 
case under investigation…and can deliver 

phases of the interview in ways that take 

into account the characteristics of 

individual children and the features of 

individual cases.”

Debra Anne Poole (2016)

Interviewing  Children: The Science of Conversation in Forensic Contexts 

Chapter 6, Case Specific Decisions and Exploration
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How many 

interviews?

APSAC 2012 Practice Guidelines  
Forensic Interviewing
Number of Interviews

A policy that limits the investigative or fact-finding 

process to a single interview is not recommended. 

The number of interviews should be governed by the 

number necessary to elicit complete & accurate 

information from the child. 

… multiple interviews may produce additional relevant 

information, as long as they are open-ended and 

non-leading. 
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Abandoning a single-interview approach 

(SSSI as coined by Everson & Rodriquez in 

their article on forensic balance) is 

something APSAC embraced early, after 
David La Rooy’s informative research and 

well-reasoned invitation to reconsider the 

advice to only do one interview
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Keep Learning,

Keep Listening,

Keep Improving –

Things Change

Lunch

Thank you!
Patti Toth

patoth@outlook.com
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