An Open and Shut Case of Closed Questions

[bookmark: _GoBack]Children in Scotland who are subject to child protection interviews should be interviewed jointly by specially trained police officers and social workers who have attended training based on a national curriculum.  This study, which was conducted in two strands, explores the effectiveness of the training, focusing specifically on the free narrative phase of the interview.  Strand A explores respondents’ self-evaluation, obtained through semi-structured interviews with 16 participants, while Strand B comprises qualitative and quantitative analyses of 21 role-play interviews. 

The findings show a considerable discrepancy between perceived practitioner confidence in ability and actual skill levels observed in role-plays, where interviewers showed a persistent over-use of specific and closed questions, while neglecting the use of open prompts and open questions to encourage free narrative.  The study concludes that the national curriculum is not as effective in preparing participants for the free narrative phase of the interview as perceived by participants.  Possible reasons are explored.

Findings – Strand 1

· the 16 participants were overwhelmingly positive about the course and their learning;
· they felt well prepared for the task of jointly interviewing children;
· theoretical knowledge in relation to the national guidance was good, although some respondents showed a degree of confusion in relation to the phases of the interview and the purpose of the free narrative phase;
· none of the respondents mentioned the practice interview (as defined by the national guidance) as a tool for encouraging free narrative.

Findings – Strand 2

· interviewers overall conducted good introduction and rapport phases;
· there was little evidence of interviewers attempting to conduct practice interviews;
· throughout introduction and rapport, a pattern of over-use of specific questions emerged, which directed the interview significantly, with little use of open prompts to encourage free narrative;
· good rapport did not necessarily result in good free narrative, as interviewers became evidence focused very early in the free narrative phase, with an intensifying of specific questioning;
· early “funnelling” was evident in most interviews, as interviewers followed up pieces of “interesting information”, rather than getting a baseline story first;
· interviewers gathered considerable evidence, but research indicates that evidence gathered through specific questioning is of poorer quality than that gathered through free narrative;

Analysis

· interviewers’ confidence in their ability to conduct interviews in line with national guidance was not evidenced in the role play interviews.  This is entirely in line with other research:
· in spite of reassurances, interviewers may have felt under pressure to establish evidential requirements.  However, some interviews had very lengthy rapport phases (eg almost 9 minutes), but this good ground work did not result in any discernable free narrative phase, as interviewers went straight to direct questioning;
· interviewers may not appreciate the need for progression from rapport, to practice interview, to free narrative in preparing children;
· there were no significant differences between professional groups.  The common perception that police officers are better/more experienced at interviewing witnesses was therefore not supported;
· the way in which children are interviewed is very different from normal conversation in British culture, where specific and closed questions are used frequently.  Interviewers (and managers) may not appreciate the specialist skill required;
· visual recording, while welcomed by interviewers, has introduced extra pressure, as the pace is faster, reducing time to think about and phrase questions;

Conclusions and Recommendations

The evidence from this study indicates that the Joint Investigative Interview Training is not effective in preparing interview staff for the free narrative phase.  Although interviewers have the theoretical knowledge, they do not seem to be able to consistently transfer this into practice.  It is likely that participants’ existing interview skills prior to commencing the training are over-estimated or indeed the difference between normal interview skills and those required for joint investigative interviews are under-estimated.

Interviewers require more opportunities to practice in a safe environment, particularly to familiarise themselves with the requirements of unfamiliar tools, such as the practice interview and the use of open prompts to encourage free narrative. Role plays can contribute to this, but coaching has also been used to good effect in some countries.  Practice evaluation of visually recorded interviews with children, as a way of continued professional development, would be welcomed by interviewers.
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