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!e prevalence of sexual o%ences is high in 
most jurisdictions; however justice outcomes 
for these crimes are typically low. Recent 
analysis of 75 studies across #ve developed 
countries, including Australia, Canada, England 
and Wales, Scotland and the United States, 
has revealed that on average only 14% of 
sexual assaults are reported to police. Of these 
reports, only 30% are referred for prosecution 
and only 15% result in conviction (Daly & 
Bouhours, 2010). !e rate of a"rition in sexual 
assault  and sexual child abuse cases is higher 
than nearly all other crimes commi"ed against 
the person (Home O&ce, 2010; Victorian 
Law Reform Commission [VLRC], 2004).

Poor justice outcomes for sexual assault are 
due in large part to limitations in the quality, 
detail and coherence of victims’ and suspects’ 
statements (Kelly, Love", & Regan, 2005; 
Lievore, 2004; Powell & Wright, 2009; Read 
& Powell, 2011). In sexual assault cases the 
expectations or demands placed on witnesses 
and interviewers are high compared to other 

crime types, such as physical assaults and 
burglary (Powell, Garry, & Brewer, 2009). 
Corroborative (e.g., physical) evidence is not 
usually available in sexual assault cases, thus 
victim and suspect recollections are the main 
evidence used by decision-makers (Kelly, et 
al., 2005; Powell, Fisher, & Wright, 2005). !e 
traumatic nature of these crimes, the social 
stigma a"ached, and the speci#city of detail 
required by law to successfully prosecute 
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these o%ences, makes testifying about sexual 
assault exceptionally di&cult (Cossins, 2009; 
Lievore, 2004; VLRC, 2004). !is is so even 
when there is motivation to report the o%ence 
and a reasonably good recollection of events. 
Although research on the impact of o%ence 
type on testimony is still in its infancy, it is well 
established that the best outcome is achieved 
when the interviewer uses a questioning 
style that allows interviewees (victims and 
alleged perpetrators) to tell their stories at 
their own pace, with minimal interruption. 
Such an interviewing approach, hereby 
referred to as the narrative approach, has 
been shown to maximise the accuracy and 
detail of statements, minimise interviewee 
stress and minimise misunderstandings in 
the interview (Myklebust & Bjorklund, 2010; 
Pa"erson, 2011; Powell et al., 2005). A narrative 
approach is achieved through non-directive, 
non-leading open-ended questions; these 
are questions that encourage elaborate detail 
without presuming or suggesting information 
and without dictating what information needs 
to be recalled (Powell & Snow, 2007).

Be"er focus on the narrative approach in 
interviewer training programs over the 
past decade has led to corresponding 
improvements in prosecution and reporting 
rates, particularly for highly vulnerable 
interviewee groups such as children. For 
example, Pipe, Orbach, Lamb, Abbo" and 
Stewart (2008) conducted a study funded by 
the US Department of Justice showing that 
charges of child abuse are more likely to be 
#led for cases where the interviewer adhered 
to a narrative-based interview protocol 
compared to the more typical ‘speci#c 
question and short answer’ approach. !e 
bene#ts of the narrative framework for witness 
reporting has been aided by the adoption of 
more user-friendly reporting procedures which 
provide a more positive reporting environment 

(e.g. specialist teams of investigators and 
multi-disciplinary service centers separate from 
police stations, Powell & Wright, in press). !e 
adoption of a narrative framework, however, 
does not ensure successful prosecution. 
Complaints about the quality of narrative 
interviews are widespread among prosecutors 
when re'ecting on the relevance, admissibility 
and usefulness of the evidence obtained. 
Concerns of prosecutors include statements 
being ‘disjointed’, ‘vague’, ‘rambling’ and 
too overly focused on minutiae (Guadagno, 
Powell, & Wright, 2006; Powell & Wright, 
2009; Westera, Kebbell, & Milne, 2012). !e 
overriding message is that the detail obtained 
in these statements needs to be clearer and 
more coherent, more meaningful and accessible 
to juries and investigators, and it needs to be 
conducted in a manner that is consistent with 
the rules of evidence (Powell & Wright, 2009; 
Powell & Wright, in press; Westera, et al., 2012).

Concerns about the limitations of witness 
statements from a prosecution perspective 
are prevalent in all jurisdictions but 
particularly where the investigative interview 
is electronically recorded and played in the 
trial as the witnesses’ evidence in chief (Davis, 
Hoyano, Keenan, Maitland, & Morgan, 1999; 
Powell & Wright, 2009). Problems arise from 
the dual function of electronically recorded 
interviews as both investigative and evidential 
tools because the purposes of investigative and 
evidential interviewing are very distinct. An 
investigative interview ideally occurs before any 
person has spoken in detail with the witness 
about the o%ence. Its function is to establish 
whether a particular criminal o%ence has been 
commi"ed, to get a clear idea of what occurred 
(i.e., the nature of the witness’s allegations, the 
circumstances of the o%ence, and the identity 
of the alleged perpetrator) and to maximise the 
accuracy, scope and clarity of the information 
obtained in order to generate potentially useful 
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leads (details) that could be followed to gather 
corroborative evidence (Fisher & Geiselman, 
1992; Poole & Lamb, 1998; Wilson & Powell, 
2001). Direct examination of witnesses, in 
contrast, ideally occurs a$er the interviewer 
has developed a theory of the case and 
understands the necessary elements that are 
required to establish the prosecution case. !e 
main purpose is to yield a coherent, cogent, 
and chronological narrative which complies 
with the rules of evidence, covers the criminal 
elements of each alleged o%ence and provides 
particulars (Davis et al., 1999; Guadagno et al., 
2006; Hoyano & Keenan, 2007; S v. R, 1989). 
At the prosecution stage, issues of perceived 
credibility of the witness are of paramount 
importance. !e challenge for trainers and 
experts in sexual assault investigation is to 
work out ways to improve interviews from 
the perspective of trial prosecutors without 
compromising the investigative process.

In this paper we present a relatively simple 
way of improving the usefulness of interviews 
from both an investigative and evidential 
perspective.  Speci#cally, we recommend that 
interviews be"er incorporate the dynamics 
of sexual o%ending, which occurs within a 
‘relationship’ driven and manipulated by 
o%enders. !e phrase “dynamics of sexual 
o%ending” refers to any and all elements 
of the relationship between the victim and 
perpetrator leading to the #rst (and any 
subsequent) o%ence, including the context 
in which the o%ence/s take place.  Current 
interview practices focus on eliciting the core 
evidential details related to the events which 
are needed to make an arrest (see Read, 
Powell, Kebbell & Milne, 2009 for review). 
Core evidential details include the type 
and frequency of the o%ences, the alleged 
o%ender’s identity, the existence of physical 
evidence and potential witnesses, and the 
time and location of separate o%ences. We 

hereby refer to an investigation/interview 
framework that incorporates both the dynamics 
of the o%ending relationship as well as the 
core evidential details, as ‘Whole Story’.

!e structure of this paper is as follows. First, 
we provide a description and rationale of 
the Whole Story approach and background 
information related to its development. 
Second, we outline the core premises 
underpinning Whole Story interviewing 
compared to traditional interviewing. !irdly, 
we outline the elements that make up the 
Whole Story interview approach, including 
the rationale by which investigator adherence 
to this framework could potentially improve 
justice outcomes (i.e. a fairer trial for all parties). 
Although the ultimate goal should be about 
improving veridical (i.e., accurate) outcomes 
in sexual child abuse and rape trials, the 
base-rates for sexual assault are so high, and 
conviction rates so low, that any improvement 
to legal process is likely to be associated 
with improved numbers of convictions.

Rationale for the development of 
the ‘Whole Story’ framework 

!e ‘Whole Story’ framework for the 
investigation of rape, sexual assault, and sexual 
child abuse was developed by the Specialist 
Development Unit of the Sexual O%ence 
and Child abuse Investigation Team (SOCIT) 
Project, Victoria Police (Australia). !e Specialist 
Development Unit is a multi-disciplinary team 
within the SOCIT Project set up by Victoria 
Police executive to improve victim management 
and case outcomes across the entire state 
of Victoria. !e role of the Specialist 
Development Unit members is to oversee the 
creation of state-wide SOCITs and the training 
of specialist sexual assault investigators.
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!e assumption underlying the introduction of 
the ‘Whole Story’ framework in investigation 
and interview training is that if investigators 
and legal professionals be"er understand 
the circumstances in which alleged incidents 
of sexual assault have taken place, and 
they allow the complexities of the victim-
o%ender ‘relationship’ to be represented 
in the evidence, this will improve victims’ 
access to and involvement in the criminal 
justice system as well as the legitimacy of 
the professional decisions that are made. 
Reviews of sexual assault investigation and 
prosecution processes (e.g., Victorian Law 
Reform Commission, 2004; State-wide Steering 
Commi"ee to Reduce Sexual Assault, 2006) 
have revealed signi#cant problems in police 
a"itudes towards victims (i.e., mistrust of 
victims’ truthfulness and the overrating of false 
reporting) and poor subsequent investigation 
practice. Misunderstanding about sexual 
assault, mistrust of victims’ truthfulness and 
‘victim-blaming’ a"itudinal biases  have been 
widespread within and across jurisdictions, 
a%ecting decisions by investigators, legal 
professionals and juries (Brown, Hamilton, 
& O’Neill, 2007; Devine, Clayton, Dunford, 
Seying, & Pryce, 2001; Finkel, 1995; Goodman-
Delahunty & Graham, 2011; McLean & 
Goodman-Delahunty, 2008; Olsen-Fulero & 
Fulero, 1997; Page, 2008, 2010; Pennington 
& Hastie, 1986; Taylor, 2007; Ullman, 2010). 

Our point is that mistrust of victims’ truthfulness 
stems from misunderstandings about the 
complex circumstances surrounding reported 
rapes and pre-conceived notions about the 
character of victims and the circumstances in 
which o%ences took place. Investigators and 
jurors expect that in cases of sexual assault 
there should be discernible signs of physical 
injury arising from the victim’s a"empt to #ght 
o% the o%ender. !ey also expect immediate 
victim reporting and signs of stress or trauma 

in the witness when recounting the o%ence to 
police or in court. !e reality is that most sexual 
o%enders have a prior relationship with the 
victim and do not use violence or behave in an 
overtly predatory manner (Salter, 1988). !e 
power that sex o%enders have over their victims 
is usually much more subtle; victims are more 
likely to freeze or cooperate than #ght o% a sex 
o%ender (Gerber, Corman, & Suresh, 2009). 

Speci#cally, the ‘Whole Story’ approach 
supplements existing interview approaches 
by prioritising a thorough representation 
of the victim-o%ender relationship in the 
evidence, which, in turn, assists in clarifying 
victim behaviour, such as compliance with the 
o%ender or delayed reporting. Having a full 
understanding of the context surrounding the 
o%ence is critical for reducing con#rmation 
bias4 which has been shown to undermine 
police investigations (Ask & Granhag, 
2007). It is also critical for assisting case 
authorisations which have been criticised for 
being too narrowly focused on the existence 
of corroborating evidence and suspect 
confession (Powell, Murfe", & !omson, 2010). 
A ‘Whole Story’ interview, as opposed to a 
solely ‘event’ (i.e., o%ence) focused interview, 
not only minimises the potential to distort 
and misrepresent the nature of the alleged 
‘relationship’ during any trial, it also assists 
in establishing the essence of the criminality 
(i.e. the role of the o%ender and the victim 
within the entire sequence of events leading 
up to the o%ence). Sexual abuse is a dynamic 
process driven by acts, emotions and intentions 
that are unique to this o%ence type and the 
particular victim-o%ender relationship. To 
date interview protocols such as the Cognitive 
Interview (Fisher & Geiselman, 1992) and 
the National Institute of Child Health and 
Human Development Protocol (Lamb, Orbach, 
Hershkowitz, Esplin, & Horowitz, 2007) specify 
the types of questions and interviewer-

4 Con#rmation bias refers to the “seeking or interpreting of evidence in ways that are partial to 
existing beliefs, expectations or a hypothesis in hand” (Nickerson 1998, p175).
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interviewee relationship most conducive 
to honest disclosure of o%ences. Interview 
protocols, however, tend not to specify the 
type of information details that should be 
elicited because the research underpinning 
them has been conducted by cognitive 
and social psychologists who are directed 
toward testing formal theories of memory 
and communication, as opposed to evidential 
detail needed for successful prosecution. 

Core premises underpinning 
the Whole Story approach

Two core premises underpin the ‘Whole 
Story’ framework. !e #rst premise is that 
sexual o%ending is a crime of ‘relationship’ 
that starts in the mind of the o%ender and 
develops over time. During the course of 
the ‘relationship’, o%enders a"empt, through 
a process of manipulation, to make victims 
behave in a desirable or compliant manner. 
!e second premise is that because the 
‘relationship’ is the context leading to and 
linking the ‘events’ of o%ending, understanding 
this ‘relationship’ is integral to interpreting 
victim behaviour. To view the o%ences in 
isolation of the wider ‘relationship’(i.e., to 
concentrate on the o%ending ‘event’ or ‘events’ 
rather than developing an understanding of the 
wider relationship context) would potentially 
heighten misunderstandings about the victims’ 
behaviour and the reason why they may have 
appeared, on face value, to be complicit 
rather than resistant during the sexual acts. 

To give an example, consider the case of a 
fourteen year old girl who dresses herself 
in lingerie and, two nights a week, without 
verbal direction and when her mother is 
absent, goes to her father’s bedroom to have 
sex. When the abuse was discovered the 
father maintained that she had been curious 
about sex and he had agreed to teach her 

because she had wanted him to do so. Sexual 
behaviour was not denied and a charge of 
incest was brought against the father, who 
received a short jail term. !e victim had been 
made by the father to feel responsible for 
the o%ending, and the investigation process 
and trial outcome reinforced her feelings of 
blame and guilt because it had focused on her 
compliant behaviour and the appearance of 
cooperation in ‘initiating’ the sexual acts. !e 
reality is that the victim-o%ender relationship 
had involved a decade of manipulation on 
the part of the father (e.g. special privileges, 
and the rationalisation of abusive acts which 
progressed in intensity from the non-sexual, to 
‘mutual’ masturbation, digital penetration and 
then full penetration). !e father had bought 
the lingerie and, without direction as to what 
to do with it, le$ it with the daughter so that 
she was forced to hide it or have ‘their secret’ 
discovered. Indications to wear the lingerie 
were given through the use of key words and 
actions known only to the two of them. Such 
a history of manipulation on the part of the 
father paints a very di%erent perception of his 
criminality than one where he was seduced 
by an adolescent girl who was curious about 
sex. If the full story underpinning the victim-
o%ender relationship had been known at the 
time of the trial, the father would likely have 
received a longer, and more appropriate, 
sentence and the therapeutic outcome for 
the victim would have been more positive.

 Another case example to illustrate the 
traditional versus Whole Story approach 
involves a nurse in her late twenties who was 
digitally raped while receiving a remedial 
massage by a therapist. !e nurse regularly 
used massage services as part of dealing with 
the stresses of her work. However, this was 
the #rst time she had visited this particular 
therapist. !e nurse did not report the 
rape to police until several weeks a$er it 
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occurred, although she had reported it to 
her sister immediately. At the time of the 
rape she had been naked and uncovered on 
the massage table. When interviewed, the 
massage therapist claimed that the sexual 
contact had been consensual and that the 
woman seemed happy when she paid for the 
service and le$ his premises. !e case did not 
proceed to prosecution because the victim 
withdrew her complaint. !e investigators 
believed that the delay in reporting, the nurse’s 
acknowledgement of accepting a massage while 
fully naked, and her payment for the service 
would make successful prosecution unlikely.

While, on face value, the nurse’s willingness 
to undress and to pay for the service seems 
counter-intuitive to her allegation of rape, 
her behavior needs to be understood within 
the context of the manipulative behaviour 
on the part of the therapist leading up 
to the o%ence. !ere were several subtle 
di%erences between the massage procedures 
that the nurse was accustomed to and the 
process followed by the new therapist. !ese 
di%erences were each signi#cant enough 
to have raised concern, but small enough 
to allow her to dismiss each concern as it 
unfolded. For example, the therapist asked 
her to undress for the massage without 
leaving the room and without providing a 
screen. When he turned his back to her she 
dismissed her concern. He turned to speak 
with her as she was undressing, but when she 
realized it was to con#rm a medical question 
about allergies and that his eyes rested on 
her only temporarily, she again quashed her 
concern. Other moments of concern during 
the massage process included the therapist’s 
lapse in replacing the covering towels, and 
the discussion of damage to underwear 
from massage oil which had precipitated the 
o%ender’s request for her to remove them. 
Each concern was quashed without reference 

to the others, which ended with her isolated, 
uncovered and naked on the massage table. 
A$er the assault, in a state of shock, she 
determined that the safest way to remove 
herself from his presence was to pay and leave.

In the case of the massage ‘event’, a ‘Whole 
Story’ investigation would have most likely led 
the investigators to discover that the therapist’s 
actions represented a carefully cra$ed process 
to entrap the woman, a"empting to delude 
both her and himself that it was a consensual 
experience. Further investigation of the 
massage therapist’s other clients would have 
revealed that his techniques were not isolated 
to this woman. Whether or not the outcome 
was successful, the case would have been 
more likely to proceed to prosecution, and 
the victim would have been le$ in no doubt 
as to her lack of responsibility in this assault. 

Elements that make up a Whole 
Story interview approach

To assist in gathering details of the Whole Story, 
investigators need to understand and elicit 
three key elements regarding the o%ending 
relationship. !ese elements include the 
following: (a) ‘Grooming’ which refers to how 
the relationship evolved, (b) ‘Unique Signi#ers’ 
which refers to individual aspects speci#c to 
each o%ending ‘relationship’, and (c)‘Points of 
Con#rmation’ which refers to aspects of the 
suspects’, witnesses’ and victims’ narratives 
that are the same, allowing a combined story 
to be developed. !ese elements are at 
the core of the framework. !ey facilitate 
investigators’ understanding of the alleged 
o%ending ‘relationship’ and its development. 
Further, they provide a framework to guide 
interviews and the gathering of relationship 
details. Within each category, the most useful 
details are those that place the alleged 
perpetrator in a position of power, control 
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or authority over the victim or that indicate a 
sexualised element to the relationship. !ese 
elements may o$en be hidden in the everyday 
processes of families and relationships, 
such as rules and consequences, bed and 
bath times. It is necessary for investigators 
to seek these details because they are not 
always reported spontaneously. Victims 
(especially children and adults with a cognitive 
impairment) may be unaware of the o%ender’s 
process of manipulation and the real intent 
behind a range of behaviours, language, 
habits and events. Further, even if the victim 
was aware of the process of manipulation, 
they may not understand the importance of 
including this information in their accounts.  

Each of these elements is now described 
in turn, including their function and 
potential importance within the 
overall investigation process. 

Grooming

Grooming is the process by which a person 
prepares a victim for, and strengthens, a pa"ern 
of sexual abuse. !e purpose of this process 
is to gain access, compliance, secrecy and to 
allow perpetrators to legitimise their actions 
in their own, and their victims’ minds (Craven, 
Brown, & Gilchrist, 2006). In a ‘Whole Story’ 
framework the grooming process is divided 
into two consecutive stages. In the #rst stage 
(whereby the perpetrator establishes power, 
control and authority) the perpetrator grooms 
the victim and the surrounding environment, 
such as the whereabouts of other caregivers, 
so that victims are manipulated into a situation 
where they feel controlled and isolated 
(Craven et al., 2006; Marshall, 1996; Salter, 
1988). Once this is achieved, perpetrators 
move to the second stage of grooming by 
sexualising the relationship. !e sexualised 
acts usually begin with non-threatening 

touches (e.g., hugging, tickling or games) and 
escalate in nature to sexual behaviours. !is 
progression from non-threatening to sexual 
acts is designed to test the victim’s reactions 
and develop a relationship in which the victim 
will comply. Sometimes the escalation from 
non-threatening to sexual behaviours is rapid, 
but it more commonly evolves over time using 
psychological manipulation where victims 
are made to perceive themselves as active 
participants in the process (Salter, 1988; Ward, 
Polaschek, & Beech, 2006; Wyre & Swi$, 1990). 

In the case (described above) of the girl 
who visited her father’s bedroom dressed in 
lingerie, the grooming processes included the 
provision of special privileges (e.g., allowing 
the girl to stay up late a$er her older brother 
had gone to bed), the progression from 
legitimate touch such as cuddling, to sexual 
touching over time, and the fathers’ labelling 
of the o%ences as ‘sex education’. !rough the 
grooming process, over time, the girl was taught 
to feel responsible for the sexual behaviour, 
leading to her hiding the lingerie and 
complying with the sexual activity, without the 
need for physical force or verbal persuasion. 
Environmental grooming on the part of the 
o%ender involved manipulating the schedule of 
the wife and other children to enable regular 
time alone with his daughter, and facilitating 
public perception that he was a normal 
loving, non-abusive and supportive father.

Eliciting details about grooming behaviour 
is not only important for investigative and 
prosecution purposes, it also enhances victims’ 
perceptions of investigators, which plays an 
important part in reducing a"rition and the 
withdrawal of complaints. !e overriding 
theme to arise when victims of sexual assault 
are interviewed about their experiences of the 
police investigation process is the importance 
of being treated with dignity and respect 
(Powell & Cauchi, 2011). Dignity and respect is 
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achieved by hearing their story, accepting their 
story and not judging it (Eastwood & Pa"on, 
2002). !is process is more important to victims 
than the outcome of the case and whether it 
proceeded to trial (Powell & Cauchi, 2011).

Another advantage of including grooming 
details in the interviews with victims and 
suspects is that it helps to educate members of 
the courtroom about the nature of o%ending, 
thereby enhancing the appropriateness 
of legal and jury decision making. Be"er 
presentation of the details of the o%ending 
relationship gives juries and legal professionals 
a be"er understanding of victim behaviour 
because compliance (although common) 
is counter-intuitive to most lay people and 
legal professionals (Eyssel & Bohner, 2011; 
Feldman-Summers & Palmer, 1980). !e #nal 
bene#t of including grooming details in police 
records of interviews is that the information 
would be useful for police when convicted 
o%enders, whether on community-based 
orders or released from prison, are placed 
on a sex o%ender registration scheme. Such 
legislation has now been introduced in most 
English speaking countries (Vess, Day, Powell, 
& Gra%am, in press). A frequent complaint 
of police, whose role is to manage these 
o%enders, is the lack of information available 
to them about the psychological history of 
the o%ending (Powell, Day, Benson, Vess, & 
Gra%am, 2012). Such historical information is 
essential for assessing risk of reo%ending.

Unique Signi#ers

Despite the existence of general similarities 
among o%enders, individual cases of 
sexual abuse are characterised by a unique 
combination of words or behaviours, and 
pa"erns of coercion or manipulation used 
by the o%ender to shape victim behaviour. 
It is within these unique elements of the 

o%ending relationship, referred to as ‘Unique 
Signi#ers’ that the building blocks of e%ective 
investigation and interviewing lie. In the 
example of the 14 year old girl above, several 
Unique Signi#ers would have been identi#ed 
in a ‘Whole Story’ investigation. Behavioural 
cues (e.g. coughing repeatedly and banging 
on his wardrobe doors) were used by the 
father to indicate when he required her in his 
bedroom. A particular word (i.e., ‘nightie’) was 
used to denote the wearing of the lingerie 
rather than the usual pyjamas. Each of these 
actions or phrases was a unique element 
of this o%ending relationship, with unique 
meaning to both the victim and perpetrator.

!e function of eliciting ‘Unique Signi#ers’ 
within the victim interview process is twofold. 
First, these details potentially highlight to 
decision makers the essence of alleged 
criminality by demonstrating how the victim 
was manipulated within the o%ending process. 
Second, the introduction of ‘Unique Signi#ers’ 
makes o%enders aware of the thoroughness 
of the investigation and the speci#city of the 
disclosure (weight of the evidence) against 
them, which may in turn elicit responses 
that shed light on the true nature of the 
victim-o%ender involvement. For example, 
the introduction of ‘Unique Signi#ers’ may 
create the impetus for o%enders to confess 
or tell their side of the story or invent false 
explanations which are later revealed to be 
at odds with other evidence. For innocent 
suspects, responses to interviewer questions 
about ‘Unique Signi#ers’ may clear them of 
suspicion by providing the opportunity to 
clarify misunderstandings about the meaning 
or implications of terms raised in the victim 
interview. By operating with a humanity style 
and providing the opportunity for conversation 
about non-o%ence related details, the model 
has utility with a range of suspects irrespective 
of their degree of initial cooperation. 
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Points of Con#rmation

Details that are consistent between the suspect, 
witness and victim accounts are referred 
to as ‘Points of Con#rmation’.  In traditional 
investigations, corroboration has typically 
focused on external witnesses, physical and 
medical evidence. In cases where there are 
hardly ever witnesses, and even fewer still that 
understand the unique relationship secretly 
being enacted before them, such ‘evidence’ 
is the exception rather than the norm. A 
narrative basis for understanding events is 
proposed through the Whole Story approach, 
allowing all elements of the ‘relationship’ to 
be explored. Potential ‘Points of Con#rmation’ 
help form the structure of each interview 
process.  Interviewers can elicit an entire, 
coherent and chronological account of the 
alleged ‘relationship’, which may then be tested 
and explored in suspect interviews. Whilst 
‘Points of Con#rmation’ may not prove that 
any particular o%ence occurred, they may 
support the existence of a relationship and 
allow a combined story to be developed. It 
is intended that such a thorough exploration 
of all potential ‘Points of Con#rmation’ 
in the alleged o%ending ‘relationship’ 
may also form a signi#cant safeguard for 
suspects against victim false reporting.

In the case of the girl who visited her father’s 
bedroom, ‘Points of Con#rmation’ would have 
included the family culture and rules (which 
could be con#rmed amongst all members of 
the family), the di%ering ‘cultures’ when the 
mother was or was not present, the di%ering 
bedtime routines when the father was ‘in 
charge’ (which could be con#rmed by siblings), 
the dates of alleged o%ending (which could 
be con#rmed against the mothers’ nightshi$ 
schedule), and the unusually close bond 
between the father and daughter characterised 
by ‘tickling games’, and his protectiveness 
and intense focus on her becoming a woman. 

In the case of the nurse assaulted by the 
massage therapist, the ‘Points of Con#rmation’ 
may come from her accounts of previous 
massage processes, and from the accounts 
of other clients of her alleged a"acker. 

Summary

!e Whole Story framework is a new approach 
to conducting investigative interviews about 
sexual assault. It is designed to accompany 
and extend existing narrative approaches by 
dictating the nature and type of evidential 
detail required to increase prosecution rates 
involving sexual abuse of both adults and 
children. Speci#cally the model focuses on 
understanding the dynamics of sexual assault 
and on establishing and representing the 
victim-o%ender relationship in the evidence, 
through the use of grooming, ‘Unique 
Signi#ers’, and ‘Points of Con#rmation’. 
Increased focus on the ‘relationship’ is 
expected to have wide ranging bene#ts 
throughout the legal system, include the 
following: improving victim management; 
reducing a"rition rates, increasing admissions 
and guilty pleas from suspects; addressing 
juror bias; improved decision making by 
investigators, jurors and legal practitioners; 
and more appropriate sentencing and registry 
management decisions. !e current paper was 
purely descriptive in nature. !e aim was to 
articulate this new process and the rationale 
underpinning its development. !e next step 
will involve a clearer articulation of how it 
is implemented and empirical evaluation of 
the e%ect of the framework on professional 
decision making, case outcome and victim, 
interviewer and suspect behaviour.
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