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Crime investigation has benefited from 
advancements in technology. Closed-circuit 
television (CCTV) footage along with comparisons 
of fingerprints, DNA and other chemical / 
biological evidence has provided police 
investigators with potentially verifiable means of 
linking or eliminating crime suspects (Horvath & 
Meesig, 1996). Advances in technology for 
identifying physical evidence, however, are no 
universal panacea. For many crime types, such 
as sexual assault, these technological advances 
offer limited assistance in determining what has 
actually occurred (Tarczon & Quadera, 2012) 
because there may be little physical evidence  
of the crime or the victim and alleged offender 
are already known to each other (Tarczon & 
Quadera, 2012). The majority of crimes 
investigated by police are solved through verbal 
evidence obtained in interviews (Goodman-
Delahunty & Newell, 2004).  
Too much focus on technological advances can 
lead investigators to underestimate the positive 
results that can be achieved by utilising scientific 
advancements in investigative interviewing 
procedure (Moston, 2009). 

Tasmania Police has recently made great 
strides in the area of investigative interviewing 
training. This paper outlines the nature and 
structure of the recent reforms, the background 
context and the considerations that underpinned 
the changes.

IDENTIFYING THE NEED FOR REFORM
Investigative interviewing is the process of 
eliciting an accurate and detailed account of  
an event or situation from a person (witness or 
suspect) in order to guide decision making. 
Research on the topic of eyewitness testimony is 
one of the oldest areas of psychological science 
(Powell, Garry & Brewer, 2013). Thousands of 
research studies have focused on the subject, 
resulting in clear consensus about what 
constitutes a good interview protocol. 

The essence of good interviewing practice  
is a relationship based on trust where the 
interviewee feels they are being treated fairly, 
are not being judged, and they have the 
flexibility to respond to questions in a manner 
that best represents their recollection of events 
(Fisher & Geiselman, 1992). The most accurate 
and detailed information is obtained through 
non-leading, open-ended questions which 
minimise defensiveness and anxiety and the 
person’s natural tendency to suppress  
information and encourage accurate detail. 
Helping police to master these skills not only 
enhances the efficiency and quality of the 
investigation; it also enhances faith among 
citizens that police are contributing to a justice 
process that is fair, professional and transparent. 
This is often more important to respondents than 
the outcome of the interview or the justice 
process (Elliot, Thomas & Ogloff, 2013).
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The mismatch between recommended and actual 
police practice has occurred in spite of the fact that 
most training academies include courses that teach 
good questioning practice. The source of the problem,  
it seems, is not identification of what constitutes good 
practice, but rather that the courses do not incorporate 
elements known to facilitate sustainable learning of 
good interview skills. Such elements include the 
introduction of clear and consistent definitions of 
various question types, provision of spaced and 
repetitive practice in the adoption of good questions  
in situations that mimic challenges faced in the field, 
and expert (one-to-one) feedback by trainers who have 
a deep understanding of the association between 
seemingly insignificant changes in wording and the 
accuracy and detail of interviewee responses. 
Traditional classroom-based models, where large 
cohorts of trainees are taught by an instructor (usually 
police practitioner) at the front of the classroom do not 
facilitate this type of learning. As Lamb (2016) said, 
such training not only denies our police important skills 
– it is ‘counter-productive to the extent that it creates an 
illusion of expertise because interviewers perceive 
themselves and others as experts merely because  
they have been trained’ (ibid, p. 8).

During 2016, the Tasmania Law Reform Institute 
identified difficulties faced by many members of the 
community entering the criminal justice system who 
had complex communication needs. It was found  
those individuals might have difficulty responding  
or communicating when questioned as a witness or 
suspect. Identifying individuals with such needs can  
be inherently difficult. As police are viewed as 
gatekeepers to the criminal justice system, it was seen 
as increasingly important that police were equipped to 
provide an appropriate response to such individuals 
more broadly. 

With these key challenges in mind, Tasmania Police 
undertook to critically review interviewing training with 
a view to developing solutions and a clear pathway 
towards the adoption of evidence-based best practice. 
The organisation recognised that closing the gap 
between recommended and actual practice was a 
long-term project that would require a coordinated 
approach, genuine partnership, and a radically 
different mode of presentation of training material.

THE PLATFORM FOR LAUNCHING SUSTAINABLE 
TRANSFORMATIONAL CHANGE
At the time the current reform to investigative 
interviewing training was being considered, general 
investigative training within Tasmania Police was 
delivered at three different levels; (a) Recruit Training, 
(b) Intermediate – predominantly for those wishing to 
enhance their skills on the frontline; and (c) Detective 
Training – for those seeking to gain a position within  
a criminal investigation branch.

Tasmania Police was also conducting other police 
training in direct collaboration with the University of 
Tasmania. A memorandum of understanding had 
resulted in the development of university units which 
aligned with recruit training and the police promotional 
process. Specifically, members of Tasmania Police work 
towards accredited tertiary qualifications that recognise 
core police skills, but also develop the broader level of 
knowledge, awareness, and critical thinking 
exemplified in the University’s Graduate Quality 
Statement.1 Those entering the Tasmania Police Service 
enrol in an Associate Degree [Australian Qualifications 
Framework (AQF), level 6], which they complete  
within their first 12 months of probation. Members who 
continue with promotional studies combine that with  
a level of practical experience and can later qualify  
for Sergeant, completing a Bachelor of Social Science 
(AQF, level 7). Those who wish to complete  
a qualification for Inspector can then study at  
the Professional Honours level (AQF, level 8).  
This unitisation process means that police students who 
undertake these studies are able to seek concessionary 
financial arrangements and scholarships to 
accommodate the expense of the Higher Education 
Contribution Scheme (HECS). Additional educational 
pathways for police also have the advantage of 
accessing those same arrangements.

The industry-academic partnership between 
Tasmania Police and the University of Tasmania also 
recognises the immense value that can arise from 
sharing of resources and infrastructure for training. 
Universities have access to teaching staff and students 
who can assist with program evaluations and establish 
an evidence base to support underlying processes, 
accelerate translational research and solve new 
challenges that arise for industry. The partnership has 
been in place for nine years and, apart from their 
discipline specific expertise, University of Tasmania 
academics have developed a sound understanding of 
operational policing, the competencies that must be 
achieved, and knowledge that needs to be transmitted. 
However, in relation to the skills required to foster the 
type of learning that would result in long-term, 
sustainable adherence to best-practice interviewing 
protocols, this was quite a specific and new area of 

  Available at http://www.utas.edu.au/__data/assets/pdf_file/0009/636921/Graduate-Quality-Statement-Policy.pdf
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scientific development, one which required the creation 
and delivery of completely new, evidence-based 
learning exercises. Both Tasmania Police and the 
University of Tasmania recognised that traditional 
police training approaches – where existing staff 
deliver content to cohorts of trainees who progress in 
relatively short timeframes – were not appropriate.  
It was clear that both organisations would need to 
recruit additional assistance (at least in the initial stages 
of transformational change) to achieve reform 
effectively and quickly.

A group of researchers and trainers who had 
discovered a way forward and had invested in the 
resources and infrastructure needed to help with  
this transition was the team at the Centre for 
Investigative Interviewing (CII). For the past 10 years, 
this team had focused on the development of a system 
(using a blended style delivered through computer-
assisted learning activities and face-to face practice 
exercises) and had just reported a successful evaluation 
with a large, heterogeneous sample of police trainees 
(Benson & Powell, 2015). Their training model is the first 
worldwide that has been shown to lead to long-term 
adherence to best practice guidelines with minimal 
refresher training (12 months post-training). As a result 
of the CII’s work, there was now an evidence-based 
alternative to the traditional, classroom-based training 
system for investigative interviewers. 

In terms of the specific reform that was needed  
in Tasmania, there were two aspects to consider –  
the course content itself, and also how that content  
was going to be delivered in a way that enabled 
incorporation of the essential elements of human 
learning (spaced delivery, individual monitoring) that 
were lacking in previous courses. The work contributed 

by the CII staff, and the timeline, is displayed in Table 1. 
As this shows, the relationship was more intensive in 
the first few years, with a gradual decline over time.

INVESTIGATIVE PRACTICE TRAINING 
CONTINUUM
The remaining challenge in the reform process  
was to determine how to deliver the investigative 
interviewing resources in a streamlined way,  
across the three levels of investigative training  
(recruit, intermediate and detective). The reference to 
streamlining here includes not only the alignment of 
training principles across the various stages of police 
career development (i.e., an integrated curriculum) 
but also to the repetition of core learning and practice 
exercises across the entire professionalisation 
trajectory. These were both deemed essential to 
sustained learning.

A tiered model was developed within an 
Investigative Practice Training Continuum.  
Following recruit training, members were now able to 
enhance their interviewing skills and investigative skills 
within a Professional Honours Degree program.  
Members were also able to take advantage of the  
same concessionary financial arrangements as for 
recruits and those completing the promotional process.

The Investigative Practice Training Continuum adopts 
a blended learning approach embracing three modes  
of training to stimulate the development of knowledge, 
critical thinking and—importantly—skills.  
The Continuum involves online learning, in-field  
training and supervision, and face-to-face training.  
The Continuum comprises four tiers of investigative 
interviewing training, each of which builds upon 
previous interviewing training. 

Table 1: Centre for Investigative Interviewing Contribution and Timeline

YEAR 1 YEARS 2-4 YEAR 5

Consultation with Tasmania Police and 
University of Tasmania regarding style, 
content and structure of the materials 
included in each unit.

Assist University of Tasmania in building 
capacity to take over processes involved 
in training, administration and delivery.

Assist with updates 
and maintenance of 
the online learning 
platform and 
provide ongoing 
consultation.

Creation of the online learning platform.
Assist in the development of an 
evaluation of the training program.

Provide access to existing CII library  
of activities and resources.

Prepare evaluation report.

Assist with the upload of all content.

Conduct administration of online courses and respond to technical support requests.
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TIER 1: INVESTIGATIVE INTERVIEWING – 
RECRUIT TRAINING
This unit is included within the Associate Degree 
(Police Studies) completed by recruits within their first 
12 months of probation. The interviewing component 
currently consists of 48 hours of blended learning  
(i.e. online delivery and face-to-face) delivered during 
the 31-week course. Training includes mnemonics, 
question identification and coding, and a number of 
mock witness and suspect interviews. 

TIER 2: INVESTIGATIVE INTERVIEWING – 
INVESTIGATION FOR FRONTLINE OFFICERS
This is the first unit of the Bachelor of Arts with 
Professional Honours (Investigative Practice).  
Students complete investigative training to  
improve their skills while undertaking frontline duties. 
This includes an incremental level of complexity in 
investigative interviewing training, compared to 
recruit training, and in-field assessments. 

COMMENCEMENT OF INVESTIGATIVE 
PRACTICE
Students who are seeking to, or who already,  
work within an investigative area complete three 
additional units of the Professional Honours before 
being designated as a Detective.

TIER 3: QUESTIONING FOR INVESTIGATORS
The first unit is Questioning for Investigators which is 
focused on developing skills to the standard required 
for investigative areas. Students learn interviewing 
techniques for more complex interviewing of witness 
and suspects.

The other two units students complete as part of 
Investigative Practice are the Detective Portfolio and 
Investigative Practice. The Detective Portfolio requires 

students to provide evidence of their skills, knowledge 
and attitudes acquired under supervision during  
a 12-month period within an investigative area.  
The unit, Investigative Practice, provides students  
with additional facets of investigative techniques  
such as crime scene analysis, evidence collection  
and case reporting.

Once students have completed the following four 
units, they will not only be eligible for designation as 
Detective, but they will also have amassed 50 credit 
points (12.5 points each) of 100 points required to 
complete the Professional Honours degree:

• Investigation for Frontline Officers
• Questioning for Investigators
• Detective Portfolio
• Investigative Practice.
Students may exit the degree at this stage and be 

awarded a Graduate Certificate (Investigative Practice). 
Those who wish to work towards the Professional 
Honours degree must complete an additional 50 points 
comprising a research unit (25 points) and two elective 
units (2 x 12.5 = 25 points). One of the available elective 
units is Specialist Interviewing which is at Tier 4 of the 
interviewing training continuum.

 
TIER 4: SPECIALIST INTERVIEWING
The Specialist Interviewing unit is focused on training 
police who regularly conduct interviews with children, 
people with cognitive impairment or those who have 
complex communication needs. The training consists of 
75 hours online, delivered over 12 weeks, and includes:
• targeted learning materials for developing 

understanding of child development and the needs  
of people with complex communication needs; and 

• mock interviews with evidence-based  
interviewing experts, with both formative  
and summative assessment.

Diagram 1: Tasmania Police Investigative Practice Training Continuum, which provides an overview of the investigative training continuum and the positioning of the 
four tiers of investigative interviewing within that continuum



INVESTIGATIVE INTERVIEWING

APJ  |  JUN 2019   77

ADVANCED INVESTIGATIONS
The Advanced Investigations unit is aimed at 
developing high level skills in senior officers in 
supervising and coordinating investigations.  
Skills, knowledge and attitudes at this level will not 
only assist members in major crime investigation,  
but also enhance their ability to provide contemporary 
oversight and review of subordinates’ practice. In the 
initial stages of the implementation of the Investigative 
Practice Training Continuum, this training program 
will inform, and address gaps supervisors may have 
in respect of, contemporary interviewing practices. 
Advanced Investigations is another elective in the 
schedule of units for the Professional Honours Degree.

BENEFITS OF THE TIERED INTERVIEW TRAINING 
APPROACH
There are a number of benefits associated with a tiered 
approach to interviewing. These benefits include:

• Consistent terminology from beginner  
to specialist

• Progression of skills across the continuum
• Consistency in review and assessment.
Ultimately the adoption of evidence-based training  

is likely to enable investigators to obtain relevant 
information from those who may otherwise have been 
challenged to provide an accurate account to police.

 
ABRIDGED PATHWAY
Finally, it was recognised that members who have 
previously completed Detective Training programs 
may wish to upskill. Officers can undertake an 
abridged and credit-based pathway to satisfy the 

requirements for Professional Honours (Investigative 
Practice). However, all officers who enter this 
continuum must engage with the fundamental 
training elements which are known to foster 
sustainable learning of good interview skills and  
must therefore complete the full component  
of the Questioning for Investigators program.  
Some members have already commenced this 
training and an evaluation of their progress will  
aid the adoption of evidence-based interviewing 
practices across the organisation.

CONCLUSION AND FUTURE DIRECTIONS
In summary, the engagement with the University  
of Tasmania and the Centre for Investigative 
Interviewing has resulted in a tiered approach for 
Tasmania Police with the cumulative development 
and reinforcement of knowledge, skills, and  
attitudes throughout investigative practice training. 
There is now consistency of terminology and training 
approaches across the continuum. Concurrent 
research which monitors program delivery and 
evaluates results, such as measurable improvements 
in judicial process outcomes, will enable researchers 
to add to the existing evidence base and, in turn,  
feed back into program design. Evaluation of field 
interviews will be conducted routinely and reported  
in the overall evaluation of the Tasmanian reform. 
Ultimately the use of evidence-based best practice 
and ongoing review promises better quality interviews 
and fairer outcomes for all those engaged in the 
criminal justice system. It will also ensure that external 
expectations of police investigators will be met. 
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