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STANDARD INTERVIEW METHOD 2 

Abstract 

Objectives 

The Standard Interview Method (SIM) is a guidance framework for information gathering 

interviews. This paper describes the purpose, scope, origin, experimental basis, and practical 

application of the SIM. It provides an informative overview of developments to date for 

psychologists and researchers within the behavioural sciences, as well as for practitioners 

who might use the SIM. The SIM contains core evidence-based components but is otherwise 

open to tailoring and modifications to suit a variety of interviewing purposes such as 

policing, justice, education, and business. It provides an interview structure and exemplar 

dialogue, aligned with research into best-practice interview technique. 

Method 

A detailed overview of the SIM’s interview phases, instructions, and exemplar dialogue is 

provided. The basis for these elements is explained in terms of the experimental and 

qualitative research that has informed their development. 

Results 

The SIM provides evidence-based guidance for investigative interviewers, and numerous 

versions have been created to suit different investigation types, interviewee groups, and 

jurisdictional or organisational requirements. It is continually refined as new findings from 

experimental research around best-practice interviewing emerge.  

Conclusions 

Rather than a single entity or completed product, the SIM represents a dynamic evolution of 

research, collaboration and testing. Its flexible nature will allow it to keep pace with the ever-

progressing knowledge base that informs interview protocol and guidance development, and 

adapt to local cultures, legislation, processes, and systems of operation. 

Keywords 
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Evidence-based practice, Interview guidelines, Interview protocol, Interview structure, 

Investigative Interviewing, Practice-based evidence. 

Key points 

What is already known on this topic 

1. There is clear international consensus (based on decades of field and laboratory 

memory research) around the way interviewers should elicit statements from 

witnesses during investigations.  

2. This consensus is referred to as ‘best-practice’ investigative interviewing; a range of 

agreed evidence-based skills supported by instruction guides structured around key 

interview phases. 

3. Numerous interview guides exist. These are similar but include differences arising 

from variations in jurisdictional requirements, local and organisational needs, 

interviewee groups and research uptake.  

What this paper adds 

1. This is the first paper to outline the Standard Interview Method (SIM). The SIM is an 

interview guidance framework that has evolved over fifteen years and is being used 

across Australia and internationally. 

2. The SIM is a dynamic framework that applies across a wide range of investigation 

contexts (e.g. criminal justice, education, medicine, business) and interviewee groups 

(children and adults).  

3. Each variation of the SIM is based on formalised and testable deviations that 

accommodate the minor differences in wording, behaviour and interview technique 

particular to each context. It is constantly evolving in response to research, 

collaboration, and testing. 
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The Origin, Experimental Basis, and Application of the Standard Interview Method (SIM): 

An Information-Gathering Framework 

Interviews with witnesses form the central plank of many police investigations and 

criminal trials, particularly when the details contained within these interviews are the main 

evidence (Fisher, 2010). For example, in sexual assault cases there are usually no other 

people present and there may be scant medical evidence when reporting is delayed. To ensure 

fair justice outcomes, witnesses should be given the best opportunity to directly relay their 

accounts of what they observed or experienced (Clark, 2010). A shift has taken place over the 

last three decades of research on testimony; from an inherent expectation that particular 

groups of people (e.g., children) are less reliable witnesses than others, to the recognition that 

individual differences in memory and language ability are minimised in the hands of good 

interviewers (e.g., Lamb, Brown, Hershkowitz, Orbach, & Esplin, 2018). Indeed, research in 

both field and laboratory settings has led to widespread international agreement regarding the 

way interviewers should be instructed to elicit statements from all witnesses (although 

outdated practices do still persist in pockets worldwide; e.g., see Walsh, Oxburgh, Redlich, & 

Myklebust, 2016). This consensus is referred to as ‘best-practice’ investigative interviewing 

(Lamb et al., 2018; Vrij, Hope, & Fisher 2014). In this article, we define investigative 

interviewing as any interview where the purpose is to elicit an account of an event or 

situation in order to facilitate decision-making; thus, it is not limited to criminal investigation. 

The present paper provides an overview of the Standard Interview Method (hereby 

referred to as the SIM1), which has evolved over fifteen years under the direction of Powell 

(first author) with the assistance of research collaborators associated with the Centre for 

Investigative Interviewing (CII). In advance of describing the SIM, we outline the core 

features of best-practice interviewing. Next, we discuss how different interview guidance 

documents adopt these shared features, and how they deviate from one another. We then 

Sonja Brubacher



STANDARD INTERVIEW METHOD 5 

provide an explanation of the development, structure, and rationale for the SIM, with 

attention to the components of each interview phase.     

Best-Practice Investigative Interviewing 

 Good interviewing involves a range of skills: directing the interviewee to the 

information required, minimising defensiveness and anxiety, overcoming people’s natural 

tendency to suppress information, avoiding the introduction of information that has not yet 

been established, and encouraging accurate, coherent and elaborate detail (Powell, Fisher, & 

Wright, 2005). Minimising misunderstanding and potential contamination of the memory 

process is the key to getting the best evidence. Questions must be non-leading, and as free as 

possible of coercion and complex language (Powell & Earhart, 2018). Further, questions 

should be framed to encourage elaboration and allow interviewees to report what happened in 

their own words and at their own pace; these elements comprise open-ended questions 

(Powell and Snow, 2007a). In contrast, specific questions are those in which the information 

sought is dictated (e.g., “Who else was present?”) and the response parameters are narrow 

(e.g., “What colour was the car?”) (Davies, Westcott, & Horan, 2000).  The beneficial effects 

of open-ended compared to specific questions are robust and generalisable across a variety of 

interviewees, including children (Berg, Munthe-Kaas, Baiju, Muller, & Brurberg, 2019; 

Brown & Lamb, 2015), adults (Vrij et al., 2014), and people with limited expressive language 

(Bearman, Brubacher, Timms, & Powell, 2019) and intellectual disabilities (Cederborg & 

Lamb, 2008).  

To be effective, open-ended questions must be implemented within an overall interview 

format and structure that promotes the interviewee as a valued informant. A structure or 

protocol can keep interviewers focused on desirable questions and evidential details and 

ensure that questions are embedded within a framework that maximises trust and 

understanding. Adhering to a structure results in more standardised service delivery and 
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reduces the influence of interviewer biases or prior beliefs, especially when it provides key 

phrases, common question stems, and sequences of questions to use at various stages through 

the interview (La Rooy, Brown, & Lamb, 2013).   

The use of an interview structure, however, does not imply that interviewers will 

conduct an interview in a desirable manner. Best-practice interviewing needs to be learned 

because open-ended questions are not frequently used in everyday conversations (Powell et 

al., 2005). Ideally, the learning process must incorporate regular, spaced practice of skills 

alongside expert feedback and models of best practice (Powell, 2008). Case profiles and 

witnesses’ language and cognitive abilities differ, and thus investigative interviewers must be 

able to demonstrate autonomy, judgment, flexibility and responsibility when applying best-

practice guidelines in varied and unpredictable situations.   

Interview Guidance Documents 

Numerous distinct guidance documents exist for conducting witness interviews. The 

majority are focused on interviewing children because that population has been the target of 

the most research. We speculate that this situation has arisen because children’s immature 

cognitive abilities mean that they require extra considerations when interviewed compared to 

adults (Lamb et al., 2018; Powell & Snow, 2007a). Nevertheless, contemporary research 

shows that much of what we have learned about interviewing children and other vulnerable 

people is relevant to interviewing adult witnesses (Vrij et al., 2014). 

Some of the most widely used documents for children include the National Institute of 

Child Health and Human Development (NICHD) protocol (Lamb et al., 2018), Tom Lyon’s 

ten step version (Lyon, 2005); The step-wise guidelines (Yuille, Cooper, & Hervé, 2009); the 

National Children’s Advocacy Center’s Forensic Interview Structure (2019); Guidance for 

Achieving Best Evidence (ABE) in Criminal Proceedings (Ministry of Justice, 2011); the 

CornerHouse Forensic Interview Protocol (Anderson et al., 2010), and Developmental 
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Narrative Elaboration (Saywitz & Camparo, 2014). The cognitive interview was developed 

mainly for interviewing cooperative adults (Fisher & Geiselman, 1992); however, it does 

contain some provisions for interviewing children.  

 The structure and format of the guidance documents, irrespective of witness group, is 

quite similar. This similarity exists because they represent interpretations of the same body of 

experimental literature. Best-practice interview guidelines are narrative-based and include 

several consistent elements: An initial greeting, a rapport-building period (which, in 

vulnerable witness interviews, includes opportunity for the witness to practice responding to 

open-ended questions), interview instructions, introducing the topic of concern, eliciting a 

narrative account of the entire allegation(s), more focused or specific questions regarding 

critical details not previously provided, and closure of the interview in a way that promotes 

further communication (La Rooy et al., 2015; Vrij et al., 2014).  

Differences in guidelines have also emerged. These variations exist because eyewitness 

testimony research is a vibrant, well-populated field, and research communities are ever-

learning and experimentally testing new ways of maximising the outcomes of interviews. 

Until recently, studies focused on broad strategies (e.g., ask open-ended questions, build 

rapport). Contemporary research is beginning to address more fine-tuned questions about the 

precise wording of various prompts, the applicability of certain interview elements for 

different witness groups, and the format of preparatory phases. For example, while some 

child interview guidelines recommend giving witnesses practice in identifying problematic 

questions, Brubacher, Poole, and Dickinson (2015) noted that the evidence for the best way 

to deliver these rules remains inconclusive, and the optimal timing for delivery is unknown. 

All interview guidelines highlight the need to use open-ended questions, but definitions for 

these questions vary. Finally, some researchers have analysed prosecutors’ perceptions, in an 

attempt to better address the conflicting demands of the investigative and evidential process 



STANDARD INTERVIEW METHOD 8 

when police interviews are played in court as the witness’s evidence-in-chief (e.g., Burrows 

& Powell, 2014a; 2014b).  

Variations in the integration or update of new research findings into interview 

guidelines likely reflect a combination of factors. First, it is an immense challenge to stay 

abreast of the many new research findings and to interpret what practical implications they 

have (if at all) for the way witnesses are interviewed. Second, the views of industry partners 

(i.e., potential consumers of interview guidelines) play an important role in the frequency 

with which guidelines are updated and disseminated in professional journals. Police 

executives differ in the importance they place on adopting evidence-based interview methods 

and whether they are willing to invest in the infrastructure required to upskill staff on new 

improved interview procedures (Westera, Powell, & Milne, 2017). Third, differences in 

culture, legislation, and inter-agency agreements also need to be considered. For example, 

despite widespread evidence that child competency testing is generally unrelated to interview 

performance, these tests are still included in some interview guides because local legislation 

or customs require that they be administered (Powell, Garry, & Brewer, 2013). 

Anecdotally, the existence of different guidance documents has led to 

misunderstanding and confusion among interviewers. Interviewers may perceive that 

different guidance documents represent open dissent or rivalry amongst groups.  Instead, it is 

an inevitable consequence (and positive sign) of scientific progress and the complexity of 

(and varied players in) the process. Greater dialogue around the reasons behind the research 

teams’ specific interview guidelines will help minimise this confusion and equip interviewers 

to make their own decisions about what techniques they should use. 

Development, Structure, and Rationale for the Standard Interview Method 

 The SIM shares many similarities with other interview guidance documents for 

information gathering. It promotes the elicitation of accurate, narrative-based accounts of 
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events. Interviewers are encouraged to do this in three ways: use non-leading open-ended 

questions (particularly in the initial interview stages), make transparent what role the 

interviewee is expected to take at each stage of the interview, and avoid raising information 

that has not yet been established to be true. The SIM contains the same structural elements as 

other guides: greeting, establishing rapport, introducing the topic of concern, narrative 

interviewing, specific questions, and closure. It also contains exemplar dialogue to assist the 

interviewer in each phase and transition point in the interview. Partially scripted protocols 

tend to promote better transfer of learning to the field because they minimise opportunities 

for misinterpretation and bias towards habitual ways of responding and thinking (Snell, 

2003). 

 The evolution, approach, and use of the SIM is distinct from most other investigative 

interviewer guidance documents for witnesses. Existing guides tend to be written for police 

or child protection workers, and the same guidance document applies across jurisdictions, 

albeit with adaptations (La Rooy et al., 2015). The SIM, in contrast, is an interview 

framework used across a wide range of contexts when the purpose of the conversation is for 

information gathering (e.g., criminal justice, family law, medicine, business). This reflects 

the diversity in scope of training offered through the CII, and that interviewing skill applies 

to many investigation contexts. 

 Even if the SIM were limited to interviewing children about abuse, however, it would 

not be a one-size-fits-all guidance document. Minor variations in wording and technique 

inevitably occur within and across jurisdictions. This is because matters that are the focus of 

investigative interviews are typically provincial, with each state and individual organisation 

having its own cultures, legislation, processes, systems of operation, and inter-agency 

agreements. Further, variations are needed when the protocol is translated to a new language 

(see for example Navarro, Knight, Sharman, & Powell, 2019). The SIM model formalises the 
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variations. What the acronym represents is a network of similar documents that share a core 

framework or approach. Each new variation is created in collaboration with an industry 

partner and includes context-specific guidance and exemplar text, outlining clearly what the 

interviewer needs to do. While individual organisations or interviewers may refer to their 

guide as merely the SIM, variants are identified by researchers and trainers using the 

following labelling system: [Language]-[Interviewee group]-[Investigation type]-

[Jurisdiction, organisation, or other context identifier(s)]-[Version number]. For example, the 

protocol used in a vulnerable witness interview course designed for police and lawyers in 

Chile is labelled SIM-SP-CHILD WITNESS-SEXUAL-ASSAULT-CHILE-V1. A protocol 

developed for an Australian Commission that implements a reportable conduct scheme for 

organisations who work with children is labelled SIM-EN-CHILD WITNESS-ASSAULT-

COMMISSION-V1. Labels are used internally within the CII (for tracking and monitoring of 

interview developments) rather than by industry. 

 The rationale for the SIM approach is twofold. First, prior interviewer evaluation 

research shows that a degree of tailoring of interview guidance documents inevitably occurs 

in the field to address advice and preferences of local stakeholders (e.g., prosecutors, legal 

advisors, policy makers). When persons with limited expertise of the research literature 

conduct the tailoring, there is often dilution and tainting of recommended best practice. With 

the SIM system, the tailoring is formalised and evidence-based (evolving from experimental 

or quasi-experimental research). Industry partners’ involvement in the research also means 

they are more likely to be influenced by new evidence than by their prior theories and beliefs 

about what works (Pawson, 2006).  

 Second, the rigorous labelling system facilitates the ease of experimental testing of the 

new improved ways of implementing interview elements. Contemporary tracking of 

techniques ensures appropriate control of variables during data collection. The intense 



STANDARD INTERVIEW METHOD 11 

engagement with industry partners about the preferred operationalisation of different 

interview strategies helps to generate new research ideas and perspectives. Since the SIM 

approach commenced, the CII’s research has become less discipline-centric (i.e., memory 

focused), crossing boundaries of law, speech pathology, culture, linguistics, education, 

criminal justice, and mental health.  

Research Underlying the Core Phases and Variants of the SIM   

In this section, we review the literature and experimental research that underpinned the 

development of each core interview phase. Where relevant, we explain the rationale for 

variations across versions of the SIM. 

Introductory greeting.  A greeting is a communication act that signifies a type of 

relationship between individuals. In investigative interviews, that relationship is usually one 

where the interviewer is in a position of authority and will be making recommendations with 

potentially important consequences. Interviewee anxiety needs to be addressed but without 

making the process appear frivolous. Most interviewees (including children and suspects) 

benefit from a relaxed, steady and humane interviewer manner (Vallano & Schreiber Compo, 

2015). This reduces anxiety and creates an interpersonal climate where communication (and 

subsequently rapport) is facilitated (Abbe & Brandon, 2013).  

Interviewers can adopt a wide variety of positive, supportive behaviours including: 

immediacy actions (e.g., forward lean, open posture, eye contact), active listening (e.g., 

backchannel responses such as “Uh huh”, occasional paraphrases), finding common ground, 

smiling (when appropriate), and using the interviewee’s name (Abbe & Brandon, 2013; 

Saywitz, Wells, Larson, & Hobbs, 2019; Vallano & Schreiber Compo, 2015). These are 

beneficial, provided the interviewer does not use them selectively, such as only 

demonstrating them when the interviewee provides sought-after information. The selective 
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reinforcement tactic risks heightening errors in various interviewee groups such as children 

(Bruck, Ceci, Kulkofsky, Klemfuss, & Sweeney, 2008) and suspects (Davis & Leo, 2017).  

 For all interviewee groups, the SIM recommends that interviewers maintain a kind 

and professional manner, where attempts to build rapport are genuine and supportive 

behaviours are maintained throughout the interview. Variations relate to the way the 

interviewer’s job and the purpose of the interview are explained. The guiding principle is that 

explanations be simple, brief, and concrete in nature, so as to reduce the load on the 

interviewee’s cognitive resources (Sweller, 1988). Job explanations should ideally be 

restricted to the behavioural process associated with the ‘here and now’. This is important 

even when the interviewee is well acquainted with the interviewer, as interviewees may not 

be aware of the current (quite distinct) interviewer role. Examples of introductory dialogue 

prepared in collaboration with industry partners, include: 

Thanks for coming to see me. One of my jobs at this school is to talk to children about 
things that may have happened. We’re going to have a talk, and when we’re finished, 
I’m going to take you back to the office. Your mom is waiting for you there. 
 
Thanks for coming. I work for the department of health. My job is to prevent new 
cases of HIV. My department gets information from a variety of sources. We heard 
you may have placed someone at risk of HIV. My job is to understand the situation 
and together work out what we may need to do. 

 There is unanimous consensus among experts that investigative interviews, where 

possible, should be electronically recorded (Duke, Uhl, Price, & Wood, 2016; Westera, 

Kebbell, & Milne, 2016). Even under the most optimal laboratory conditions, professionals’ 

contemporaneous written notes of interviews are an inferior method of documenting 

interviews, due to omission of details and not delineating interviewer questions from 

interviewee responses (Cauchi, Powell, & Hughes-Scholes, 2010). Interviews that are 

electronically recorded may need to commence with a few formalities (e.g., date, names of 

people present, location) to enable the interview to be identified in future. The SIM instructs 

interviewers to complete this process efficiently. Speaking directly toward the microphone in 
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a monotone manner (without expecting the interviewee to actively engage) is one way of 

doing this.  

The date is …and the time is … We are at the …………………. (location).  I’m 
sitting with ……. (interviewee’s full name), whose date of birth is on ……………… 
My name is …………  

Conversational rules. Following the greeting, interviewers explain the conversational 

rules of the interview (also referred to as ground rules; see Brubacher et al., 2015). These 

rules are instructions designed to help interviewees understand the interview process and 

nature of the conversation. The SIM emphasises the importance of delivering conversational 

rules using brief and simple language. The following is an example: 

So, we’re going to have a talk. But before we do, I need to tell you a few things.  
You may take a break when you need to. 
You may use any words you want.  
I will write things when you talk. It helps me remember what you say. 
I might ask something you don’t understand. Just say “I don’t understand” 
I might ask something, and you don’t know the answer. Just say “I don’t know” 
And I might say things that are wrong. You should tell me, because I don’t know 
what’s happened. 

Some form of interview instruction can be found in guidance documents (e.g., Brubacher et 

al., 2015; Fisher & Geiselman, 1992; Snook, Eastwood, Stinson, Tedeschini, & House, 

2010). The empirical evidence supports this generalised use of the rules for both adults and 

children. For example, in a recent study with adult witnesses of a mock crime (sexual 

assault), we found that conversational rules (similar to those above) improved adults’ ability 

to identify problematic questions compared to adults who did not receive the rules. Further, 

the overwhelming majority of participants perceived the rules to be helpful and not 

patronising (Ali, Brubacher, Earhart, Westera, & Powell, 2020).  

In relation to child witnesses, practice in applying one or more rules (as opposed to 

instruction alone) may be needed to make them effective (Brubacher et al., 2015). The form 

and extent of practice required for specific rules and age groups, however, is unclear. Danby, 

Brubacher, Sharman, and Powell (2015) found that a simple practice example was sufficient 
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for 5- to 9-year-olds to understand and use the “don’t know” rule (e.g., “If I asked you, where 

do I live, what would you say?”), but was not enough for the metacognitively more 

challenging rules of correcting the interviewer and signalling miscomprehension. After 

weighing up the need to balance valuable interview time with a mixed experimental literature 

regarding the type and intensity of practice required to make conversational rules effective, 

we concluded that SIM-Child variations should incorporate practice of just one 

conversational rule. In some versions of the SIM-Child in Australia, that rule is correcting the 

interviewer (i.e., the interviewer makes an obvious mistake, which the child corrects). Child 

investigative interviews in Australia are used as evidence-in-chief and the act of the child 

correcting the interviewer is viewed by some prosecutors as a quasi-test of credibility 

(Benson & Powell, 2015a). Versions of the SIM used in Canada include practice of the 

“don’t know” rule, which has been shown in laboratory research to be effective across a wide 

age range (Danby et al., 2015; Dickinson, Brubacher, & Poole, 2015).  

Irrespective of the conversational rule, practice examples need to be developmentally 

and culturally appropriate so that all children can complete them successfully. Some 

discretion in the choice of practice example is required depending on the individual context. 

For example, Hamilton and colleagues demonstrated how modifications to the wording of the 

rules and practice examples with Australian Aboriginal children could influence outcomes 

(Hamilton, Brubacher, & Powell, 2016a; Hamilton, Powell, & Brubacher, 2016). 

Anecdotally, some industry partners have had good success using child gender for the 

correction rule (e.g., “So if I said you’re a boy [girl], what would you say?”). Children as 

young as two to three years old can differentiate genders and identify their own (Stennes, 

Burch, Sen, & Bauer, 2005; Thompson, 1975), and the amusement evoked by the suggestion 

they have a different gender can be a good icebreaker for rapport. Other options (e.g., when 

the child’s gender may be in question) include corrections about the child’s age, hometown, 
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or name. To maximise the effectiveness of conversational rule instructions, interviewers are 

also encouraged to reinforce adherence to the conversational rules throughout the interview 

(e.g., “It’s okay if you don’t know”, “Remember, I wasn’t there when… so I need you tell me 

everything that happened …”).  

Finally, truth-lie competency questioning and promise to tell the truth is often 

included at the end of the conversational rules section of the SIM-Child versions. Truth-lie 

competency testing is an example of an element that aligns with industry expectations but not 

scientific research. Irrespective of how the child’s understanding of truth and lies is tested, 

the outcome is not necessarily related to whether or not a child will actually lie in the 

interview (Talwar & Crossman, 2012).  If truth-lie competency questioning is included in 

variations of the SIM, it is only because local legislation requires. The promise to tell the 

truth (e.g., “Will you promise to tell the truth [today/in court]?”), in contrast, does seem to 

increase the likelihood of truth-telling behaviour, at least in laboratory experiments (Talwar 

& Crossman, 2012). Recent research suggests that the efficacy of this practice may be 

lessened amongst maltreated children or the very young (Bender, O’Connor, & Evans, 2018; 

Quas, Stolzenberg, & Lyon, 2018). 

 Narrative practice.  Nearly all contemporary child interview guidelines include an 

episodic memory training phase, otherwise known as narrative practice. This phase is where 

the child recalls a recent neutral or pleasant event in response to open-ended prompts. It has a 

broad array of social and cognitive benefits for both children and interviewers (see Roberts, 

Brubacher, Powell, & Price, 2011, for review).  Experimental literature on the effectiveness 

of narrative practice for adults is still in its infancy, so extant versions of the SIM-Adult do 

not include this phase. As such, this section reviews the experimental evidence for narrative 

practice with children only.  
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Narrative practice is the first point in the interview where the control is transferred to 

the interviewee. This empowerment can motivate children to provide more detail when an 

event (e.g., episode of sexual abuse) is recalled later in the interview (Roberts et al., 2011). 

When given the opportunity to familiarise themselves with open-ended (as opposed to 

closed) questions during the practice phase, children produce longer and more informative 

responses in their subsequent interview about the target (e.g., abuse) event (Price, Roberts, & 

Collins, 2013; Roberts, Lamb, & Sternberg, 2004; Sternberg et al., 1997). Relative to other 

interview protocols, the SIM-Child includes more guidance for interviewers about conducting 

narrative practice, based on recent research in this area. This guidance focuses on choosing 

an event, establishing whether it was repeated, and the length of practice.  

Choosing a practice event.  Narrative practice in the SIM guidance commences with 

a broad open-ended question inviting the child to nominate a fun, recently experienced event, 

which the child will subsequently recall in response to open-ended questions. 

First, I’d like to get to know you better.   
Tell me something fun you’ve done recently. 
If the child does not respond: Tell me something you like to do. 

Other interview guidelines recommend that interviewers ask children about their last birthday 

or choose a recent public holiday celebration (e.g., NICHD protocol, Ball, Ball, & La Rooy, 

2017; State of Michigan Forensic Interviewing Protocol, State of Michigan Governor’s Task 

Force on Child Abuse and Neglect and Department of Human Services, 2017). The SIM 

advises interviewers to let the child choose the event (where possible), in order to ensure that 

it is culturally appropriate and something the child actually wants to, and is easily able, to 

talk about. 

Variations to the SIM typically relate to how this activity is introduced. Based on 

research with stakeholders in Australian Aboriginal communities (Hamilton, Powell, & 

Brubacher, 2016), interviewers are advised to share some information about themselves first 
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(reciprocity) with children from these communities. Although, Hamilton, Brubacher and 

Powell (2016b) found that the presence or absence of narrative practice did not predict the 

accuracy or informativeness of Australian Aboriginal children’s accounts, research with this 

witness group is still in its infancy and has so far focused solely on the impact of their recall 

of a (pleasant) event that was staged by the researchers. Another example of a variation 

relates to adolescents’ heightened development. Adolescents’ increased cognitive capacity 

and social awareness could make them more likely to question the process (Martin, Bloch, & 

Volkmar, 2017). More transparency around the value of this task may therefore be needed 

prior to engagement; this notion is yet to be tested experimentally.  

Some people find it helpful to chat about something else before we get started - like 
something you’ve done recently or that you like to do. It may give you a chance to 
settle into the room and get used to how the interview will work. Is there an event you 
remember well and would like to talk about?” 

Establishing whether event was repeated. After confirming the event to be recalled 

during narrative practice, the SIM directs interviewers to establish whether the nominated 

event is one that has been experienced once, or repeatedly. Best-practice interviewing 

guidelines state that the frequency of an event should be determined by asking the question, 

“Has (event/action as described by the child) happened one time or more than one time?” 

(Brubacher, Powell, & Roberts, 2014; Lamb et al., 2018). Children’s answers to this question 

allow interviewers to direct their recall to one specific incident (or the only incident), rather 

than narrate about the event in generic terms (i.e., what typically happens).   

While generic information may be useful when discussing substantive issues (see 

Brubacher, Powell, & Roberts, 2014), it should be avoided during the practice phase 

(Brubacher, Roberts, & Powell, 2011). Brubacher and colleagues (2011) found that children 

who practiced reporting generic information persisted in providing generic details when the 

topic changed, despite interviewer prompts that requested information about a specific 

incident.  In contrast, children who practiced describing specific incidents were less likely to 
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give generic details about a subsequently discussed event (see Whiting & Price, 2017, for a 

related investigation). Why would this matter? The outcome of investigations about offences 

often hinges on a person’s ability to give details linked to time and place. Indeed, in some 

jurisdictions, child witnesses are required to describe one or more occurrences of abuse with 

a reasonable degree of precision in order that appropriate charges be laid (Guadagno, Powell, 

& Wright, 2006; S v. R 1989). Unless children are prompted to recall episodic information 

(i.e., details about one episode of a repeated event) the practice will not facilitate their recall 

of episodic information when this is later asked of them in relation to the abusive event (Price 

et al., 2013).  

Practice Length. The SIM-Child provides some parameters for the length of the 

child’s practice narrative, although it is recognised that individual case features will 

ultimately influence this anchor. Ideally, narrative practice should strike a balance between 

ensuring that children respond informatively to open-ended prompts about a neutral topic and 

yet are moved on to the substantive event topic before their limited attention spans and 

cognitive resources are depleted (Davies et al., 2000; Teoh & Lamb, 2010; but see Brown et 

al., 2013). For example, Davies and colleagues (2000) found that rapport-building sessions 

that lasted longer than eight minutes resulted in a decrease in children’s attention later in the 

interview. Sessions that were less than eight minutes elicited longer answers from children in 

the substantive stage of the interview. Similarly, Teoh and Lamb (2010) found a negative 

correlation between the length of the practice narrative and children’s communication when 

questioned about their alleged abuse. In an experimental investigation, Whiting and Price 

(2017) found that 6- to 10-year old children provided more accurate recall about a magic 

show after as little as two minutes of narrative practice (compared to none). Taking this body 

of research together, the SIM-Child guidance advises that the narrative practice phase lasts 

for approximately three to five minutes for most children.  
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Introducing the topic of concern.  The next stage common to most interview 

guidelines is the substantive phase, where the topic of concern is established and discussed. 

In all versions of the SIM, the interviewer is instructed to start with the neutral prompt “Tell 

me what you have come to talk about” (or if the interviewer has come to see the interviewee 

“I’ve come here to talk to you. Tell me what we are here to talk about today”). There are 

several reasons for using this prompt. First, it is non-leading, and in most situations (even 

with child witnesses) the interviewee will disclose a relevant detail, which can then be used 

to launch a narrative account (Powell & Snow, 2007b; Sternberg, Lamb, Orbach, Esplin, & 

Mitchell, 2001). Second, if the interviewee has misconceptions about the purpose, this 

prompt provides the opportunity for these misconceptions to be identified and corrected. 

Third, even if the interviewee says, “I don’t know” (which happens in around one-third of 

child interviews about abuse, Azzopardi, Eirich, Rash, MacDonald, & Madigan, 2018), the 

prompt is still helpful in reiterating a process where the interviewee is an active informant 

and the interviewer is naïve about what has occurred (Powell & Snow, 2007b). Although this 

research has been conducted explicitly with children, the body of suggestibility literature with 

adults supports the notion that interviewers should minimise introducing information not 

mentioned by a witness (e.g., Loftus, 2018). 

Variations to the wording of the introductory prompt are not recommended in the SIM 

guidance at this stage because experimental research is starting to highlight how minor 

changes can affect responses. For example, we recently tested the construction, “Tell me 

what you have come to talk about” versus, “Tell me why you have come to talk to me” with 

children. We predicted that the what construction would be more effective in eliciting the 

topic of the interview because children acquire the ability to understand concrete Wh- words 

(who, where, and what) earlier than the abstract Wh- questions (when, how, and why) 

(Bloom, Merkin, & Wootten, 1982). The prediction was supported: 5- to 9-year old children 
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(n = 401) were more likely to give an informative response immediately to the what 

construction compared to the why. This was especially true for the youngest (5- to 6-year old) 

children (Earhart, Danby, Brubacher, Powell, & Sharman, 2018).  

So, what should the interviewer do if the witness, for whatever reason, does not 

disclose the topic of concern in response to the initial prompt? In answering this question, we 

have been guided by the perspectives of crown prosecutors, who emphasise the importance of 

brevity, directness, and clarity while minimising potential contamination (Ali, Westera, 

Zajac, & Powell, 2019; Burrows & Powell, 2013; 2014a; 2014b; 2015; Guadagno et al., 

2006). The SIM guidance recommends that the interviewer introduce a detail known to the 

interviewer that may trigger the interviewee’s memory or establish ‘common factual ground’ 

that will then potentially launch narrative detail about the substantive issue. The condition to 

using this approach is that major issues of contention (e.g., offender, offence committed) are 

avoided and that any detail raised by the interviewer is followed up with a yes/no question 

that invites the interviewee to acknowledge whether the detail is true (Powell, 2003; Powell 

& Snow, 2007b). 

Interviewer: I heard that an ambulance visited your home last night. [Introducing prior 
information] 

Interviewer: Did an ambulance visit your home last night? [Establishing whether 
interviewee acknowledges prior information to be true] 

Child:  Yes 
Interviewer: Tell me what happened. [Using affirmative response to launch a 

narrative] 

The function of the yes/no question (seeking confirmation as to whether the information 

raised was true) is to lower the risk of eliciting a false account. Questions that presume 

plausible false detail, and simultaneously ask the witness to generate an elaborate response, 

are the riskiest in creating a false account (Sharman & Powell, 2012). That risk is heightened 

if the interviewee is able to draw on existing memories to provide a response (Garry & Wade, 

2005). To minimise the likelihood of the interviewer accidentally raising issues of contention, 
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the SIM guidance strongly recommends that any leading questions used in this phase be 

prepared in advance of the interview. 

Eliciting a narrative.  As discussed earlier, open-ended questions are the most useful 

type, particularly in the early stages of the investigation process. The SIM guidance defines 

open-ended questions using relatively narrow parameters: those that encourage elaborate 

detail, but also do not dictate what information is required (Powell & Snow, 2007a). The 

added restriction eliminates most “Wh” (e.g., who, why, when, where, how) questions, as 

well as questions that request descriptive detail (e.g., “What did the man look like?”). The 

reason for the narrow definition is to encourage (as much as possible) a coherent story of the 

situation or event that initiated the concern2. One of the most frequent complaints about 

investigative interviews is that interviewers become too ‘focused and lost in the minutiae’ 

without realising that the elements needed to support a decision are mostly contained within 

the ‘story’, which is impeded by numerous ‘Wh’ questions (Davis, Hoyano, Keenan, 

Maitland, & Morgan, 1999; Guadagno et al., 2006; Snow & Powell, 2012).  

When interviewers have a good grasp of the different types of open-ended questions 

that best elicit narrative detail, they are more likely to demonstrate effective interviewing 

(Yii, Powell, & Guadagno, 2014). The questions that best facilitate narrative (story) detail fall 

into three categories. Initial open-ended invitations are prompts that begin a narrative or part 

thereof (e.g., “Tell me everything that happened, start from the beginning”). Open-ended 

breadth prompts elicit information about the broad overriding acts or activities that occurred 

(e.g., “What happened next?”, “What else happened?”). Open-ended depth prompts elicit 

more elaborate detail about aspects of the event that has previously been mentioned by the 

interviewee (e.g., “You said he hurt you at the gym, tell me more about that part” or “What 

happened when he hurt you in the gym”).  The words “what happened”, and minimal 

encouragers (e.g., “Uh huh”, head nodding, silence), are quite effective in keeping the 
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interviewee talking and focused on acts and activities. The occasional specific question is 

permitted in this phase, but multiple specific questions in a row are discouraged, especially 

with witnesses whose language skills are still developing. Due to the deep level of memory 

processing involved (Kahneman, 2011), it can be exceptionally difficult to get an interviewee 

back on track (reporting narrative detail again) once the flow has been interrupted.  

Most variations to the SIM guidance relate to the degree to which the interviewee’s 

memory should be exhausted before moving onto specific questions. This depends on the 

interviewee group and the importance of the interviewee’s verbal evidence in making 

investigative decisions. A doctor may typically only need an overview of the situation that 

led the patient into the consulting room before asking follow-up questions (Lin et al., 2005). 

The same applies to many crimes attended to by newly graduated police officers such as 

burglaries and traffic accidents (Zekiroski, 2019). With vulnerable witness groups such as 

children and people with communication impairment, the risk of error in response to specific 

questions is much higher, and therefore narrative detail needs to be relied on more heavily 

than for other witnesses when verbal evidence is important. A recent experimental study 

showed that for people with extremely limited expressive language (i.e., less than five-word 

utterances) open-ended questions are beneficial but they need to be associated with additional 

scaffolding by way of specific questions interleaved with open-ended ones (Bearman et al., 

2019). 

The complexity of the event and any legal requirements also need to be considered 

when tailoring guidance materials. For example, to prosecute a case of child sexual abuse, 

information about specific episodes is sometimes needed; this is to determine the charges that 

can be laid against the offender, to give the offender an opportunity to provide an alibi and 

defend him or herself, and to determine the most appropriate sentence (Powell, Roberts, & 

Guadagno, 2007). The SIM guidance for police officers who interview children about sexual 
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abuse, therefore, is quite complex and multi-faceted at the narrative stage. It includes 

instruction around active listening to anticipate whether the offence is repeated, establishing 

the frequency of the event, using episodic rather than generic prompts (e.g., “What 

happened” versus “What happens”) to obtain incident-specific detail, adopting interviewees’ 

words to create labels for different episodes and to check that the labels are unique, and 

eliciting narrative accounts of each separate episode. Instruction around these individual 

skills has been shaped by several decades of experimental research (see Brubacher, Powell, & 

Roberts, 2014, for review). 

The break and further questioning (if needed). At the completion of the narrative 

component, the SIM guidance specifies that the interview be briefly suspended. This is so the 

interviewer can reflect on the evidence so far and prepare further questions, if required. The 

break may be brief (e.g., a minute pause in the presence of the interviewee) or it may involve 

the interviewer leaving the room to consult colleagues. The breaks have the added advantage 

of allowing interviewees time to reflect as well, which may enhance their future responses 

(Maroni, 2011; Stahl, 1994).  

Now we’re just going to have a quick break. We can stay in this room. I need to check 
my notes to see whether there’s anything else I need to ask you. Are you happy to 
wait? Do you need anything? 

If the interviewee leaves the interview room, any interaction the interviewee may have with 

others needs to be carefully monitored to avoid contamination. 

The break was introduced to the SIM guidance in an attempt to keep interviews as brief 

as possible. Excessive questioning has been a consistent concern across a range of 

interviewer groups including police (Benson & Powell, 2015b; Westera et al., 2017), 

educators (Brubacher, Powell, Skouteris, & Guadagno, 2014) and lawyers (Powell, Westera, 

Goodman-Delahunty, & Pichler, 2016). In relation to child interviews about abuse, a positive 

relationship has been found between the total number of questions asked by the investigative 
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interviewer and the number of inconsistencies raised during cross-examination (Pichler, 

Sharman, Powell, Westera, & Goodman-Delahunty, 2019). Fortunately, simple instruction 

around the level of detail required for successful prosecution of offences has been shown to 

reduce the length of interviews without reducing the quality of evidence (Benson & Powell, 

2015a; Burrows, Powell, & Anglim, 2013). Instruction around further questioning varies 

depending on the type of interviews being conducted, the level of proof required to make a 

decision and what other avenues are available for acquiring information (Burrows & Powell, 

2014c; Burrows & Powell, 2015; Burrows, Powell, & Benson, 2016). 

The questioning in this phase is not aimed at eliciting a narrative account. Rather, the 

questions aim to clarify details and are therefore more specific (as opposed to open-ended) in 

nature. As a guide to minimising interviewee error, Powell and Snow (2007a) advised that 

the questions (where possible) should adhere to the following four criteria that make up the 

acronym SAFE: Simple language, Absence of specific details (not previously raised) or 

coercive techniques, Flexibility in allowing the interviewee to choose what information will 

be reported and encourages an Elaborate response. The guidance also advises that (where 

possible) closed questions should be paired with open-ended questions (e.g., “Was anyone 

else present?”, If “yes”, “Tell me more about that”, Lamb, Hershkowitz, Orbach, & Esplin, 

2008; Powell & Snow, 2007a; Sternberg, Lamb, Esplin, Orbach, & Hershkowitz, 2002).  

Closure. The final stage common to all protocols is brief and focused mainly on 

interviewee wellbeing. The elements include: asking interviewees if they have anything 

further to report, thanking them for participating, answering their questions about the process 

(as simply and honestly as possible), addressing issues concerning the interviewees’ safety, 

letting them know how they can make contact again (should they require) and moving to 

positive topics (e.g., the narrative practice topic) so that interviewees can more easily 

transition into the next activity of the day. Although there is no direct research exploring the 
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effect of various types of closures, we know that when people are made to feel valued in the 

interview process, this enhances trust, the likelihood of future co-operation, and a positive 

perception of the system as a whole (Murphy & Barkworth, 2014; Murphy, Mazerolle, & 

Bennett, 2014). 

Limitations of the SIM Approach 

 The SIM represents a set of related guidance documents that adhere to a common 

structure, but with adaptations and tailoring to meet specific needs. Each variation is 

recorded, uniquely identified, and tracked. This system allows for evaluation of each 

variation, but associated findings cannot be causally determined. Specifically, the variations 

are inherently confounded with the different contexts in which they are used, making direct 

comparisons inappropriate. In other words, if one variation of the SIM performs better than 

another, the reason could be due to the adaptation or to other environmental variables. A 

second limitation to the SIM approach is related to outcome measures: how does one quantify 

“better” performance? Arguably the most relevant measures are downstream, such as case 

outcome (e.g., Pipe, Orbach, Lamb, Abbott, & Stewart, 2013). These measures, however, 

take a very long time to collect (and in the meantime, research and practical needs evolve). 

Further, they are also not immune to the challenge of multiple extraneous variables; various 

case outcomes may be associated with myriad factors other than the interview protocol 

(Bailey, Powell, & Brubacher, 2017; Christensen, 2016).    

 Two limitations of the broader research literature on investigative interviewing bear 

mention: gaps in our knowledge base and factors that hamper progress and uptake of research 

findings. These limitations are not specific to the SIM. Most contemporary interview 

guidance documents are based on the best available scientific evidence to date, but this is a 

moving target with some holes in it. The SIM attempts to minimise this limitation by being 

flexible and open to tailoring. Assessing uptake of findings is made challenging by structural 
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impediments such as lack of access to data (field interviews) and case tracking (see Powell & 

Barnett, 2015).      

Conclusion 

In the criminal justice field, interviewers frequently comment on the number and 

variety of interview protocols and guidance documents. Over several decades of experimental 

research on interviewing best practices, these documents have evolved from their original 

forms and now evince far more similarities to one another than differences. Interview 

guidance in other contexts (e.g., medicine, education) has also assimilated lessons from the 

broad empirical literature on how best to elicit information from respondents about sensitive 

matters. In a continual cycle, findings from experimental research will shape our knowledge 

base in this area, leading to further and more precise refinements in interview guidance, and 

testing of those alterations in the lab and field. The SIM should not be conceptualised as a 

single entity, or completed product for distribution and use by anonymous end-users. Instead, 

each variation represents a dynamic evolution of research, collaboration, and testing. There 

are basic features, which we have reviewed here, but the SIM guidance is intended to be 

adaptable to meet the goals and needs of industry partners and the ever-shifting landscape of 

the experimental research literature. 
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