1.2 b Interviewing Suspects

“You do not have to say anything, but it may harm your defence if you do not mention when questioned something which you later rely on in Court.  Anything you do say may be given in evidence”.

Detecting Lies

After arrest the purpose of the interview is to gather further evidence to establish guilt or innocence.  In the British legal system a defendant is presumed innocent, until proven guilty.  Police officers like to think they are good at detecting lies and are trained to look for body language clues such as looking down, putting their hands over their mouths, inconsistent responses etc.

But are police officers good at detecting lies?

In the USA polygraph testing is widely used, but is this any more reliable?

Some people are just good liars!!

Key Study 1:

Mann et al (2004) Police officers’ ability to detect suspects’ lies.

Aim: - To test police officers’ ability to distinguish truth and lies during interviews with suspects.
Procedure: - This was a field experiment involving 99 Kent police officers (24 female and 75 males mean age 34.3).  These participants were shown 54 video clips involving 14 suspects of real-life police interviews; each clip was backed up by further evidence which established truth or lie.  The clips were of head and torso and ranged in length from 6 to 145 seconds.  The participants were asked to fill out questionnaires about their experiences of detecting liars and decide if each clip was truthful or a lie.  They were also asked to make a note of cues they used to detect the lies.
Results: - Police Officers performed better than chance (50%) they were 66.2% accurate on lies and 63.6% accurate on truths.  The most frequently mentioned cues were gaze, movements, vagueness, contradictions in stories and fidgeting.
Conclusion: - The police officers were good at detecting lies.  However, to establish whether they were any better than the general public would require a control group.  This study could not have had a control group because of issues of confidentiality and privacy (the clips were real police interviews).
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Interrogation Techniques

An interrogation is different to an interview because it is accusatory.  The investigator starts by telling the suspect that there is no doubt as their guilt.  It usually takes place after an interview.  An interrogation is designed to increase arousal and anxiety. The Police and Criminal Evidence Act (PACE) (1984) requires all interviews to be recorded in triplicate, one for the police, one for the solicitor and one for the court, to ensure evidence cannot be tampered with.  

Key Study 2: Inbau et al (1986) The Reid ‘nine steps’ of interrogation

1. Direct Confrontation
2. Chance to shift blame (either to some else or circumstances)
3. Never allow the suspect to deny guilt
4. Ignore excuses
5. Reinforce sincerity, eye contact, first names
6. If suspect cries, infer guilt
7. Pose the ‘alternative question’ – give two choices, one more socially acceptable, but both inferring guilt
8. Admit guilt in front of witness
9. Document admission
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False Confessions

Kassin & Wrightsman (1985) suggest that there are three types of false confession: -

· The ‘voluntary confession’ – no obvious external pressure
· The ’coerced compliant confession’ – after forceful or persistent questioning the suspect confesses to escape the interview situation.
· The ‘coerced internalised confession’ where the suspect becomes temporarily persuaded that they are guilty. 
Persuasion is possible because are memories are fragile and susceptible, especially when we are in an anxious and vulnerable state.  Some groups are more susceptible to this pressure than others: - the young, the mentally ill, those with a low IQ etc.

Key Study 3: Gudjohnsson et al (1990) – A case of false confession

Aim: - to document a case of false confession of a youth who was at the time distressed and susceptible to interrogative pressure.

Procedure: - This was a case study of FC a 17 year old youth who was accused of two murders.  In 1987 two elderly women were found battered to death in their home, their saving’s were missing and they had been sexually assaulted.  FC was arrested because of inconsistencies in accounts of his movements during an earlier routine enquiry and because he was spending more money than usual.  There was no forensic evidence to link him to the case.  


During the interview he was repeatedly accused of lying, the questioning was leading and accusatory and the police suggested he was sexually impotent.  He found this very distressing and after 14 hours of aggressive questioning without a break FC confessed.  He retracted his confession the next day, only to confess again under pressure about his failure to have successful relationships with women.  In prison he was assessed by psychiatrists who found no evidence of mental illness, an IQ of 94 and a score of 10 (very high) on the Gudjohnsson Suggestibility Scale.  After a year in jail he was released when another person pleaded guilty to the crime.
Conclusion: - This is a clear case of ‘coerced compliant false confession’.  He gave in to pressure to escape from the interview situation.
Evaluation: -





Evaluation: -


Can these techniques be justified?














What type of offender might be particularly vulnerable?

















Could they lead to false confessions?








