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Understanding Memory: A Basic Primer 

Memory is a re-constructive process, not a passive recorder. Memories are not 

recorded, stored or retrieved in a complete form. Because memory is 

reconstructive, if the person learns information about an event or someone 

involved in the event, this post-event information can have an impact on the 

reliability of the memory. The child, or adult, may incorporate new information into 

the memory but it will feel like part of the original memory and be reported with 

great conviction. 

Memory has three stages: encoding, storage and retrieval. First, a memory is 

encoded. Humans cannot attend to and take in all the available details of an event, 

such as every sensation or aspect of the experience, because this would cause a 

brain overload. So, the brain selects the aspects of a memory to encode and the 

selections can be affected by the interest in the event, stress level or repetition of 

the event.  

The memory is then moved into storage. First, they enter short term storage, which 

is limited and some memories are lost there when the limit is reached. If the 

memory survives the short-term storage, it moves to long term storage. Encoded 

information can be lost or altered in storage. Shorter delays in should result in 

better recall. 

Retrieving the memory is the next key phase. Many things can affect the quantity 

and quality of the memory. Being in a similar condition as the time that the memory 

is encoded may enhance recall. For example, adults who black out after drinking 

may remember more of the events from a blacked out period when they are 

intoxicated again. Cues, such as those used in the Cognitive Interview, may enhance 

recall. When memory fades, people tend to fill in what usually would happen under 

similar circumstances to fill in the gaps.  



2 
 

In other words, the recalled memory can be the product of additions, deletions and 

alterations that may occur at each phase. 

Issues That Can Affect Children’s Memories and Interviews 

Memory development 

Memories become more complex as the child matures. Older children are able to 

provide more detailed memories while younger children tend to provide briefer 

versions. Open-ended questions which ask for detailed explanations can help.  

Delayed Recall 

Generally better and more reliable information is provided after a short delay. 

Longer delays can result in less correct information and more incorrect information. 

This is affected by many individual and situational factors.  

Repeated Interviews 

Repeated interviews can strengthen memories or weaken them depending on the 

circumstances and the type of questions. Using open-ended questions in a second 

interview may elicit new information. The danger is that the child may learn new 

or misleading information through conversations with adults or peers in the interim 

between the interviews and incorporate that information into the memory. 

Scripts 

Scripted information is information we learn through experience in different 

settings and events. For example, children learn what is expected when they arrive 

at school; they hang up their coat in the cubby, bring their books to their desk, take 

out their notebooks and pens and are ready to start when the final bell rings. 

Younger children have a greater tendency to incorporate scripts into their 

memories sometimes filling in gaps with expected behavior; this diminishes as they 

mature.  

Source Monitoring 

This process helps people attribute information to a particular source. Errors in 

source monitoring can result in adults and children reporting experiences as 

something experienced rather than something they heard, read about or saw on 

TV or Youtube. This is one reason why it is important that an interviewer not bring 
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up names or events until the child does. Otherwise, the child may come to believe 

that it is part of a true memory rather than coming from an outside source. 

Language 

Communication skills are often not fully developed until the child is 10-12 years old. 

There may be gaps or a lack of development in any of the several aspects of 

language. 

 Phonology: Language Sounds and Rules for Combining Sounds 

A simple mispronunciation can have a big effect on accuracy in some 

instances if the adult tries to guess or fill in the meaning of the word. It is 

important to ask the child to repeat the phrase or word with questions 

designed to find out the meaning. 

Vocabulary 

Young children may not understand common words and concepts that are 

used in the interview, such as up-down, over-under, in-out, before-after, 

colors, time, etc. so interviewers must determine the child’s understanding 

of them before the interview begins. 

 Syntax: Organization of the Words 

Adults often put too much information into a question or use confusing 

sentence structures that confuse children and can distort the answers. For 

example, an interviewer asked a three-year-old the following question: 

“When we’re talking here today, if I ask you something you don’t know, what 

do you think you can tell me if you don’t know something today? “ 

Totally incomprehensible to the child and the adults. 

Using “tag” questions, such as “You had breakfast before you came here, 

didn’t you?” (negative version) can lead to misinformation as they are 

confusing, and positive tag questions, such as “You had breakfast before you 

came here, right?” (positive version) tends to suggest the right answer. 
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Pragmatics: Adapting Language to the Situation 

Children in an interview may not understand the purpose of the interview 

and react in ways that hamper the process. For example, in a structured 

interview, the order of events may be important, yet younger children may 

change topics or sequence with little or no warning, which may lead down 

an unintended rabbit hole.  

Children may also repeat things they hear from their conversational partner, 

such as the interviewer, without meaning to endorse them. It may be a sign 

that they are confused.  

Young children may also interpret the interviewer’s remarks literally and may 

not ask for clarification when confused by a question. It is important to 

understand these limits and for the interviewer to check back with children 

to be sure they are on the same page. 

 Sociolinguistics: Cultural Differences that Affect Communication 

Different cultures have different norms and it is important for the 

interviewer to understand the child’s response. For example, a child who is 

taught extreme deference to adults may not answer freely or make as much 

eye contact as a child reared to be more open with adults. Without knowing 

this information, an interviewer could misinterpret the hesitation and lack of 

eye contact as fear or intimidation.  

Social Factors 

 Social Pressures 

These can come from home, school, therapists, and peers. If children are told 

that other people are confirming information, are given praise or approval, 

are given negative feedback such as criticism, or being asked the same 

questions after the child has answered, this can increase the unreliability of 

the statement. When a social incentive is used with misleading questions, 

the incidence of incorrect information rises. 
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Willingness to Comply 

Children are taught to respect and obey adult authority and know that the 

communication ends when the adult ends it. They are motivated to please 

the adult and the interviewer has to be careful that the adult’s interest in 

particular subjects does not become apparent and distort the information.   

Repeated Questions 

Repetitive closed question tend to have a negative effect on the accuracy of 

the information provided. Repeated open-ended questions. (Tell me 

everything that happened at your birthday party) do not tend to have the 

same effect. If the question contains misleading information the inaccuracy 

rises.  

Misleading Questions 

Misleading questions, suggesting information that is unknown or incorrect, 

can have a significant impact on the reliability of the information. Children 

are more likely to report incorrect information if interviewed by opinionated 

persons. This can include parents, family, teachers and peers. 

Props 

These can be real objects or representative objects, such as dolls. Real 

objects have a lower tendency to produce inaccurate reports than 

representative objects. Dolls can stimulate the imagination and general 

knowledge of the child but can cause incorrect or confabulated reports. They 

should only be used to expand on information already provided. 

Interviewer Attitude 

Interviewers should avoid praise during the interview to avoid selective 

reinforcement of certain topics. The child should not be encouraged to 

speculate on why another child or adult did something to avoid making the 

child feel responsible for other’s actions. The child should not be asked to 

imagine things to avoid the introduction of fantasy to the statement. The 

interviewer should avoid using positive or negative incentives for the child to 

talk if reluctant as it may lead to inaccurate responses.  
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Taken from Interviewing Child Witnesses, Anneli S. Larson, 2005. 

 

 

What Makes a Good Forensic Interview – Using Stepwise as an Example 

Goals of the interview 

• Minimize trauma.  

• Maximize amount and quality of information. 

• Minimize contamination of information. 

• Maintain integrity of investigation. 

Steps of the Interview Process 

• Brief introduction 

• Rules 

• Agreement 

• Narrative event practice (rapport building) 

• Introduction to topic 

• Free narrative 

• Funnel 

• Concluding interview 

Brief Introduction 

• Introduce yourself 

• Explain the procedure 

• Answer child’s questions 

• Tell me about yourself 

Building rapport 

• Very important phase 
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• Helps the child relax 

• Can assess developmental skills by having conversation 

• Learn about their life from their perspective 

• Get a sense of how they communicate a story 

• In this phase, it is important not to jump into events of the alleged incident. 

Rules 

• No guessing 

• If you don’t understand, tell me. 

• If you are uncomfortable, tell me. 

• If you are not sure about something, tell me. 

• You are not in any trouble 

• In this room we only talk about true things 

• Promise to tell the truth and elicit a promise from the child 

Narrative Event practice 

• Memory practice 

• Way to establish a narrative on details from kids 

• Ability to relate historic events 

• Sentence structure, sequencing, dating events, ability to provide contextual 

detail/ provide language, suggestibility 

• Competency 

• “I wasn’t there, help me understand” 

• Tell me everything about X from the beginning until the end 

• You mentioned earlier (during the introduction) that you enjoy horseback 

riding. Tell me everything that happened the last time you rode a horse from 

the beginning until the end. 

Introducing the Topic of Interest 

• Tell me why you came to see me today 
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• What did Mom say about coming here 

• Any problems/troubles in your life right now 

• Things happening that you don’t like? 

• Has anything happened at home that is worrying you? 

• Are you worried about someone? 

Free Narrative and Funnel 

• Allow the child to talk freely without interruption 

• When they are done use open ended questions to get to details 

o Child may say: My mom says it’s because someone is lying and saying 

bad things about my step-dad. 

o “You said that your mom told you they were lying. Tell me everything 

your mom said.” 

• Avoid leading questions 

• Avoid “W” questions 

o Who, What, When, Where, and How 

o Instead of “Where did it happen?”, ask the child to tell you everything 

about the place where it happened. Keep the questions open and 

don’t suggest answers. 

Alternative Hypotheses 

“Throughout the training the need for objectivity is stressed. To this end, the stepwise 

approach is presented as part of The Balanced Investigation. The Balanced 

Investigation requires that the investigator/interviewer maintain objectivity by always 

entertaining alternative hypotheses as the case unfolds. That is, throughout the 

investigative process alternative explanations are generated for the emerging fact pattern. 

Similarly, throughout the interview of the child the interviewer is constantly creating 

alternative hypotheses to explain what the child is saying and the interviewer is weighing 

those hypotheses. At the end of the investigation the investigator develops a narrative to 

explain the existing facts. Once the narrative is developed the investigator then tries to 

disprove the narrative. Only if the narrative stands up to this challenge are any 

conclusions drawn about the case.” 

 

The Step-Wise Interview: The New Generation (see below) 
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Concluding Interview 

• It’s a lot for kids 

• Thank them for the effort it took! 

• Explain to them what will happen next-(Even if it’s only within the next 5 

minutes.) 

• End with neutral topic 

• Get them stabilized before leaving 

 

Resources 

 

The Step-Wise Interview: The New Generation 

https://theforensicpractice.com/pdf/Step-Wise%20guidelines%20for%20child%20interviews%20-

%20the%20next%20generation%202009.pdf 

 

The Cognitive Interview 

http://www.canee.net/files/The%20Cognitive%20Interview%20of%20Children.pdf 

 

Interviewing Child Witnesses: Discussion of Memory Processes 

https://gupea.ub.gu.se/bitstream/2077/150/1/A_Larsson_2005.pdf 

 

US DOJ Best practices 

https://www.ojjdp.gov/pubs/248749.pdf 

 

Suggestive Interviewing: Elements to Evaluate 

 

Watch the interview multiple times for: 

 Language skills, development and word usage 

https://theforensicpractice.com/pdf/Step-Wise%20guidelines%20for%20child%20interviews%20-%20the%20next%20generation%202009.pdf
https://theforensicpractice.com/pdf/Step-Wise%20guidelines%20for%20child%20interviews%20-%20the%20next%20generation%202009.pdf
http://www.canee.net/files/The%20Cognitive%20Interview%20of%20Children.pdf
https://gupea.ub.gu.se/bitstream/2077/150/1/A_Larsson_2005.pdf
https://www.ojjdp.gov/pubs/248749.pdf
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 Internal and external consistency 

 Compliance with or violations of the local protocol 

Looking for suggestive interview techniques 

Repeated interviews – try to determine how many formal and informal 

interviews the child has experienced. 

Suggestive Questions- look for questions that 

• Introduce new words, information or concepts that the child has not 

raised.  

o Child says her dad touched her vagina and the interviewer 

asks a follow up about where he rubbed her when she did 

not use the word “rubbed”.  

o Child says Grandpa touched her pink button and the 

interviewer asks “What did he say when he touched the 

button?” when the child never mentioned he said anything. 

o “Did your mom take away your game before you disclosed 

or after you disclosed.” improperly ties the taking of the 

game with disclosure. 

• Direct the child toward information the interviewer knows from other 

sources. 

o The child says she was touched and the interviewer asks if she 

was under the covers or on top of them, having heard from 

other sources, it happened on the bed. 

o The child says she wasn’t touched or doesn’t know who did it 

and the interviewer asks if it was her dad, her uncle or someone 

else. After all, it may not have happened or it may have been 

someone else and the child feels pressured to pick one of the 

multiple choice answers. 

• Tag questions - These are both leading and confusing to smaller 

children 

o Leading questions 

o “Your dad touched your wee wee, didn’t he?” 

o “You were too scared to tell anyone, weren’t you?” 
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Compliant Child 

o Does the child really agree with the interviewer or is he or she 

just saying yes to please the adult. 

o This is especially important as the interviewer begins to funnel 

down and ask clarifying questions as these will generally be 

more directed. 

Coercive Techniques 

o “I’ll let you go to the bathroom after we are all done.” 

o “I’ll give you that toy rabbit after you answer my questions” 

Asking the same question multiple times 

o Suggests the interviewer has not gotten the right answer 

o Child may begin guessing 

o This may occur at different points in the interview 

o A transcript with a word search will help locate similar topics 

raised at different points.  

Sloppy Interviewing 

• The child talks about the “pink” button, but the interviewer 

never reviewed knowledge of colors. 

• Or time, or over/under or inside/outside, etc. This is an area that 

interviewers miss. 

• Asking complex questions beyond the child’s ability 

• Doesn’t ask for clarification of unknown nickname for someone 

or something, mispronounced word or ambiguous term. 

• Doesn’t look at the child for non-verbal cues 

• Doesn’t address or test alternative hypotheses. 

• Interrupting the child to get clarification 

• Not going back to salient points to clarify 

Setting up the cross 

 

 Examine the interviewer’s CV and credentials 

  Look at the university to make sure they offer the degrees claimed 

  Look up the credentials on the licensing board site for the state 
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  Check to see if there is any discipline 

 Look at the trainings on the CV 

Are they current and do they reflect training that is relevant to the 

interviewing expertise 

Is there any experience in child development 

How much training was required before the interviewer was certified 

How does that compare with the training and education of the defense 

expert, if there is one 

Go through the transcript of the interview to look for issues discussed 

above 

 Find concrete examples of improper questions or sloppy interviewing 

What questions does the interviewer ask after talking to the cop; it is 

always more pointed and direct. 

Look at the videotape 

Look for the intangibles: 

Eye contact or lack of it; 

How much attention the interviewer is paying to the subject; 

What is the child doing during breaks that the interviewer 

should have noticed on the monitor; 

Interviewer note-taking 

Get a copy of the protocol used and training materials 

Find concrete examples of times when the interviewer failed to follow 

the training 

 Make careful note of use of any physical objects 

By the mid 1990s, researchers and policy groups had arrived at three 

conclusions: (a) that children’s interactions with dolls were not diagnostic of 

abuse, (b) that interviewers should not use dolls in ways that ask children to 

demonstrate abuse prior to verbal reports of abuse (e.g., Boat & Everson, 

1996), and (c) that dolls were especially risky with children under 5 years of 

age. Facing mounting concerns about dolls and the risk of false reports from 

direct questions, interviewers were advised to use dolls mainly to help 

children clarify and elaborate on their verbal reports of abuse. 

https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC3389789/#R2
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC3389789/#R2
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In other words, the dolls should not come out until after a verbal disclosure 

is made and not with children under 5 because of the danger of distraction 

and false reports. 

Make careful note of the use of body diagrams 

Body diagrams elevate false reports of touching—even among children who 

actually experienced some touching (i.e., prompting them to report 

additional touches that had not occurred), and even among school-aged 

children (Poole & Dickinson, 2010). Moreover, some false reports are 

forensically meaningful (e.g., 7% of children falsely reported genital touching 

and 24% falsely reported touching to their breasts in Willcock, Morgan, & 

Hayne, 2006, Experiment 2). It is difficult to justify this risk when studies have 

failed to prove that diagrams elicit a greater number of true disclosures than 

identical questions delivered without diagrams (Brown, Pipe, Lewis, Lamb, & 

Orbach et al., 2007; Bruck, 2009). 

Forensic Interviewing Aids: Do Props Help Children Answer Questions About 

Touching? Debra Ann Poole,1 Maggie Bruck,2 and Margaret-Ellen Pipe3., Curr 

Dir Psychol Sci. 2011 Feb 1; 20(1): 11–15. 

A good discussion of various protocols including examples of different 

types of questions can be found at: 

Forty Years of Forensic Interviewing of Children Suspected of Sexual Abuse, 

1974–2014: Historical Benchmarks, Kathleen Coulborn Faller, Soc. Sci. 2015, 

4, 34–65,  

Use motions in limine to get the State to identify how they will use the 

interviewer as an expert. 

Use additional motions in limine to limit the testimony to relevant matters 

and to exclude improper opinions 

Claims that the interview technique used obtains “truthful” 

statements. Richardson v. State, 43 A.3d 906, 910 (Del. 2012), as 

revised (May 14, 2012). 

https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC3389789/#R12
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC3389789/#R19
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC3389789/#R19
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC3389789/#R4
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/?term=Poole%20DA%5BAuthor%5D&cauthor=true&cauthor_uid=22773896
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/?term=Bruck%20M%5BAuthor%5D&cauthor=true&cauthor_uid=22773896
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/?term=Pipe%20ME%5BAuthor%5D&cauthor=true&cauthor_uid=22773896
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Claims that only a small percentage of children falsely accuse adults 

of SA. sexual abuse. State v. Burnett, 2018 UT App 80, ¶ 36, 427 P.3d 

288, 297, cert. denied, 432 P.3d 1232 (Utah 2018). 

Claims that they didn’t see any signs of manipulation or coaching. 

People v. Bridges, 2014 COA 65, ¶ 16, 410 P.3d 512, 514. 

Claims that the interviewer’s role was to determine whether victim 

knew difference between truth and lie and to find out if something 

happened . Briggs v. State, 421 S.C. 316, 806 S.E.2d 713 (2017). 

 

Claims that forensic interviews had led the government to drop 

charges against some suspects. Venalonzo v. People, 2017 CO 9, 388 

P.3d 868 

Claims that the interviewer wants to make sure that what the child is 

telling us is based on something they would have experienced on their 

own body or that they would have seen or heard, the sensory information”; 

State v. McKerley, 397 S.C. 461, 466, 725 S.E.2d 139, 142 (Ct. App. 

2012). 

Use your expert’s planned examination as a guide and highlight the 

deficiencies of the interviewer as to knowledge and experience.  

If your expert is going to talk about memory, direct questions about the 

interviewer’s lack of training in that area. 

If your expert is going to talk about child development… 

If your expert is going to talk about “negative stereotype induction” or 

“source monitoring error” or other issues that affect memory…. 
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When we’re talking here today, 

if I ask you something you don’t 

know, what do you think you can 

tell me if you don’t know 

something today? 


