Chapter 1
History of Forensic Interviewing

Cara Laney and Elizabeth F. Loftus

When a person, whether a child or an adult, makes an accusation of sexualabuse (or
is suspected of being a victim in the absence of a specific accusation), forensic inter-
views are used to explore what really happened. The history of interviews of abuse
victims (and purported victims) is complicated, and this history has led directly to
many of the specific practices used in forensic interviewing today. Human memory
is a central player in this complexity and its tendency to err is central to the need for
precise techniques. In this chapter, we discuss some of the key events of recent
decades that have helped shape the modern forensic interview. We also describe
some of the research that is relevant to the practice.

Events and accusations from the decades of the 1980s and 1990s were particu-
larly relevant to the evolution of the modern forensic interview. The early 1980s saw
a raft of highly public accusations of sex abuse by preschool teachers, including
accusations of satanic ritual abuse. Later in the 1980s and well into the 1990s, accu-
sations of satanic ritual abuse spread, and others made more mundane allegations of
sex abuse and other crimes on the basis of purported “repressed” and “recovered”
memories (controversial constructs).

What are the possible explanations for these reports, made by children and
adults? There are three basic possibilities. First, it is possible that some of these
accusations are true—that these children and adults really did experience atrocities
at the hands of their family members and others, and then remembered them accu-
rately, sometimes shortly thereafter and sometimes decades later. Second, it is pos-
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sible that the accusers are lying, to benefit themselves or others. Finally, and perhaps
most intriguingly, it is possible that these children and adults genuinely believe that
they were sexually abused, but these memories are false.

For each of these possibilities, human memory is a central issue. If the events
really happened, then we need to ask how accurate children’s memory for events is,
and whether memory repression and recovery is a reasonable explanation for the
changing stories of the adults. If the purported victims are lying, we need to con-
sider how they (especially if they are children) can maintain two inconsistent ver-
sions of events in their memory. And finally, if the memories are false, we need to
consider where these false memories come from, and how they are maintained.
Before we discuss each of these issues, we outline some of the accusations.

Daycare Accusations

Although accusations made by children have been taken seriously enough to cause
serious repercussions for centuries—consider the Salem Witch Trials of the 1690s—
the 1980s brought a new raft of accusations and a new moral panic. This time, the
accusations were not of witchcraft, but of child sexual abuse. The cultural context
was also different. Rather than deep and all-consuming religion, the new context
involved a decade of more and more mothers going off to work, and leaving their
young children with daycare providers, and also a new broad realization that child
sexual abuse was a common occurrence. This realization was fuelled by research
conducted in the 1960s (e.g., De Francis, 1969; Kempe, Silverman, Steele,
Droegemueller, & Silver, 1962) and later work by Judith Herman (1981) and others
working with adults who had long hidden their victimization. An early outcry by
feminists that children were being unfairly blamed for their own victimization tran-
sitioned into arguments that we must always “believe the children,” unless of course
the children deny that they have been victimized (Clancy, 2009; Nathan & Snedeker,
1995; Talbot, 2001; Tavris & Aronson, 2007; Zirpolo & Nathan, 2005).

A few key cases led the way, and the memories of the children were key (for
discussion, see Nathan & Snedeker, 1995). At the McMartin preschool in Southern
California, a mother came forward to say that her child had been sexually assaulted
(Nathan & Snedeker, 1995; Talbot, 2001). Subsequent interviews of hundreds of
children who had attended the school produced a set of horrible and often bizarre
allegations of ritualized sexual abuse, though no physical evidence (despite meticu-
lous searches of dozens of buildings and vehicles). Eventually six teachers in the
school were charged with 208 counts of child abuse (Timnick, 1985). The trial
process went on for more than 5 years and was the most expensive criminal case in
American history (Talbot, 2001). But in the end most charges led to acquittals and
others were dropped.

Other cases produced convictions and long prison terms. In Kern County, California,
more than 30 people were convicted of abusing their own and other children after inter-
views produced allegations of eight separate satanic ritual abuse sex rings, in an area
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with just 130,000 people (Nathan & Snedeker, 1995). The sentences ranged up to
405 years in prison per person. Kelly Michaels was convicted after children from the
Wee Care preschool in New Jersey testified that she had repeatedly raped them with
various objects, made them eat feces, and threatened them into silence. She was sen-
tenced to 47 years in prison, but was released on appeal after 5 years (Faison, 1993).
These vivid accusations are of course just a (biased) sample of the accusations of the
time period (Schreiber et al., 2006). There were also many more accusations (and deni-
als) of more mundane abuse made in more ordinary contexts, without media attention
or high-powered legal teams. The vivid cases are useful because they clearly illustrate
how forensic interviewing can contribute to false accusations, and because they led to
research that has produced better forensic inteview techniques. The goal of these
improved techniques is to maximize signal over noise.

Adult Accusations

Allegations of childsexualabuse are not made exclusively by children. Many people
(likely a large majority of those abused as children) do not report that abuse at the
time (Goodman, 2006; Hanson, Resnick, Saunders, Kilpatrick, & Best, 1999;
London, Bruck, Ceci, & Shuman, 2005). Thus sometimes adults make accusations
about abuse that happened years or decades before. Research suggests that these
delays occur for three primary reasons. Some reports are delayed because the per-
petrator is a close family member (or teacher, or babysitter, or priest) and the victim
doesn’t even realize at the time that abuse is occurring, often because he or she does
not have sufficient understanding of sex or victimization (Clancy, 2009). Other
reports are delayed because children are afraid of the consequences of reporting the
abuse—that they won’t be believed, or that they will be blamed, or that it is simply
hard to accuse trusted and respected adults, even when their behavior is horrible
(Clancy, 2009). Finally, some individuals claim that their victimization was so trau-
matic at the time that their memories of their own victimization were repressed and
they only remembered years or decades later that they were in fact victims (e.g.,
Briere & Conte, 1993; Freyd, 1996; Herman & Schatzow, 1987).

As in the history of child accusations, the history of delayed reports of child
abuse is at times scandalous, and often legally complicated. In one particularly well-
publicized case, Eileen Franklin—Lipster reported, after a delay of 20 years, that her
father had raped and murdered her childhood friend Susan Nason (Loftus, 1993;
Pennebaker & Memon, 1996). Franklin—Lipster claimed that she suddenly remem-
bered the horrible events of 1969 all at once when her own young daughter looked
at her a particular way (though later evidence suggested that techniques used in her
therapy sessions at the time may have been causal in producing the memories).
George Franklin was prosecuted and convicted on the basis of this “recovered mem-
ory” evidence, and in the absence of any physical or other evidence. His conviction
was subsequently overturned when additional facts came to light, but this was not
the end of recovered memories being used as evidence in court.
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Holly Ramona accused her father of repeatedly raping her when she was between
the ages of five and 16, though she had no memories of these events until she was a
19-year-old college student (Johnston, 1997; Tavris & Aronson, 2007). The memo-
ries appeared in her mind in a scattershot fashion while she was being treated by a
local therapist for an eating disorder. The therapist told her that 80 % of victims of
bulimia, like her, were sexually abused as children (though there is no evidence for
this claim; Pope & Hudson, 1992). The memories coalesced into a full, horrible
picture when she was interviewed under the influence of sodium amytal. Gary
Ramona lost his high-paying job, his house, his marriage, and contact with all three
of his daughters (Johnston, 1997).

Additional accusations based on recovered memories followed in the 1990s and
beyond. In 1991, Roseanne Barr Arnold was on the cover of People magazine,
claiming that she had recovered memories of being sexually and emotionally abused
by her parents (Arnold, 1991). Also in 1991, former Miss America Marilyn Van
Derbur went public with her recovered memories of being raped by her father (Van
Derbur, 2003). In 1997, Corwin and Olafson published reports of a teenager called
Jane Doe. Corwin had interviewed Doe at the age of six, making accusations of
abuse against her mother. When interviewed a decade later, Doe first denied abuse,
then watched the tape of the interview of her younger self, and then apparently
recovered her memories of that abuse. Thousands of people have been sent to prison
or lost their families on the basis of recovered memories like these (False Memory
Syndrome, 2009).

Sexual abuse accusations based on recovered memories have become less fre-
quent in recent years, but they have certainly not disappeared. While most of the
accusations in the ongoing Catholic Church sex abuse scandal have been cases of
delayed reporting where the victims continuously remembered the abuse but were
afraid or ashamed to accuse, there have also been a few cases of purported repressed
and recovered memories. For example, Paul Shanley, a priest in Boston, was accused
by a man in his 20s of sexual abuse years earlier (Rauch, 2005). The man claimed
that he had repressed memories of the abuse for decades, and only remembered after
the scandal broke in the media. Shanley was convicted in 2005 and sentenced to
1215 years in prison, and denied a retrial in 2010 (Wolfe & Guyer, 2010).

Other recent accusations of abuse that have developed in therapeutic situations
have tended to be about alien abduction and exploitation (Clancy, 2005; Clancy,
McNally, Schacter, Lenzenweger, & Pitman, 2002), but these, while certainly inter-
esting to memory experts, are less relevant to forensic interviewing practices.

Possible Explanations

As mentioned above, there are several possible explanations for the variety of child
and adult (delayed) accusations described here. The first of these possibilities is that
these accusations reflect the truth. Extensive evidence demonstrates that sexual exploi-
tation and abuse of children is common (Freyd et al., 2005; Vogeltanz et al., 1999).
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Perhaps the cases described so far are merely a few particularly extreme examples.
To address this possibility, we need to consider the accuracy and suggestibility of chil-
dren’s memory as well as the plausibility of memory repression and later recovery.

Accuracy of Children’s Memory

The general consensus on whether children’s memories can be trusted has had its
own rocky history. In some eras, people have refused to believe any information
provided by children because they were seen as lesser humans. Later, children were
seen as incorruptible vessels of the truth—how could they possibly lie, especially
about things (like sex) that they know nothing about (Nathan & Snedeker, 1995)? In
the last few years, the research community has settled on a more nuanced view:
children can usually report accurately on events they have experienced, but their
memories are often corruptible in some predictable situations (Ceci & Bruck, 1995;
Goodman, 2006; Malloy & Quas, 2009). In general they are somewhat more sus-
ceptible to leading questions and other forms of misinformation than adults are
(Ceci & Bruck, 1993), perhaps especially when they are asked closed questions
(Dickinson, Poole, & Laimon, 2005) and when they are sad (Levine, Burgess, &
Laney, 2008). Children’s memory and likelihood of reporting victimization also
vary somewhat with age and perhaps social status (London et al., 2005).

So what were the interviews like that apparently produced the bizarre allegations
of satanic ritual abuse by preschoolers in the 1980s? The social workers who inter-
viewed the McMartin children used several specific techniques to get them to make
accusations: asking highly suggestive questions, claiming that others (including
older kids) had already made accusations, rewarding accusations, expressing disap-
pointment at non-accusations, repeating questions to imply that a prior answer was
inadequate, and asking children to speculate on what might have happened (Garven,
Wood, Malpass, & Shaw, 1998; Schreiber et al., 2006). Anatomically detailed dolls,
hand puppets, and active engagement in fantasy play were also used extensively in
these and other interviews with young children (Nathan & Snedeker, 1995; Zirpolo
& Nathan, 2005).

Subsequent research has shown that each of these techniques can dramatically
increase the likelihood of false allegations (Bruck & Ceci, 2009; Bruck, Ceci,
Francouer, & Resnick, 1995; Garven et al., 1998.) Some of the accusations arising
in the daycare scandals of the 1980s may be truthful allegations. But there are good,
scientific reasons to believe that many of them are not. In particular, subsequent
research has demonstrated that the forensic interviews used in these cases, rather
than uncovering the truth, may have perpetuated and even fostered false allegations.
As Nathan and Snedeker (1995) argue, “what came from the mouths of babes were
juvenile renderings of grownups’ anxieties,” (p. 3) rather than truthful accounts of
their own suffering.

Specifically, in the 1990s, researchers copied some of the techniques used in
these interviews (though with much stronger ethical constraints). They found that
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they could easily get young children to make accusations that the researchers knew
were false, or remember events that researchers were sure had not actually hap-
pened (Ceci, Huffman, Smith, & Loftus, 1994; Garven et al., 1998; Garven, Wood,
& Malpass, 2000; Leichtman & Ceci, 1995; Poole & Lindsay, 1995, 2001; Schreiber
& Parker, 2004; Thompson, Clarke-Stewart, & Lepore, 1997).

For example, Garven et al. (1998) interviewed 3—6-year-old children a week
after a class visitor had told them a story and handed out cupcakes. They found that
children who were interviewed using social influence (“Well, I already talked to the
big kids and they said that Manny did some bad things. I want to see if you have a
good memory like they did. Are you smart enough to remember?”; p. 351) and
reinforcement (praise for assenting to inappropriate behavior on the part of the visi-
tor) made significantly more accusations (58 %) against the innocent class visitor
than did children merely asked suggestive questions (17 %).

The techniques used by Ceci et al. (1994) were milder. They interviewed 122
3—-6-year-olds and gave them lists of events (that had been elicited from the chil-
dren’s parents). Children were told (truthfully) that some events happened to them
and some did not (information not normally given to children in the daycare cases).
The children were asked to think about these events between seven and ten times,
over a total of 10 weeks. Overall, 34 % of the children assented to one or both of the
false events.

Thompson et al. (1997) had 5- and 6-year-olds watch a “janitor” either clean toys
or play with toys. Each child was then interviewed by two different interviewers in
either a neutral way, or a leading way (suggesting that he had either cleaned or
played). Children were then interviewed in a neutral way by their parents. The
researchers found that the directions of the initial interviews predicted children’s
ultimate reports. If they were interviewed in a neutral way, their reports were
accurate. When the interviews were leading, the reports matched the direction of
the interviews, such that children remembered that the janitor had played (or
cleaned) with the toys, whether they had seen him cleaning (or playing).

When real cases of abuse were analyzed, it became clear that highly suggestive
techniques, like the ones used in the studies just described, had been employed.
Sometimes these techniques led to reports of satanic ritual abuse and other extreme
brutalization. Yet, in the end, no evidence was ever found that any satanic ritual abuse
had actually happened, despite accusations in more than 100 localities in the United
States and beyond (Goodman, Qin, & Bottoms, 1994; Nathan & Snedeker, 1995).
Other research suggests that the interviews in these media-drenched cases were not
in fact typical of the time (Goodman, 2006; Malloy & Quas, 2009; Schreiber et al.,
2006; but see Nathan & Snedeker, 1995). Nonetheless, we can learn (and have
learned) from what went wrong in these interviews to improve interviewing practices
(e.g., Lamb, Hershkowitz, Orbach, & Esplin, 2008). It is also worth noting that the
forensic interviewers are not the only people with access to children between the
suspected abuse and trial. Nathan and Snedeker (1995) highlight several cases of
parents and other relatives beating children who failed to accuse, and denying them
food and sleep until they accused. Some accusations are also apparently the product
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of custody battles. Forensic interviewers need to be aware that although their actions
can certainly have a negative effect on the accuracy of children’s memory, they are
not the only source of false accusations, and indeed children’s memories may have
been corrupted even before they arrive for an interview.

Repression and Memory Recovery

Sigmund Freud is still a hugely powerful figure in Psychology. The modern idea of
memoryrepression is largely derived from his theories of development and defense
mechanisms. And yet, Freud himself rejected important aspects of his own theory.
In 1933, he wrote “I was driven to recognize in the end that these reports were untrue
and so came to understand that the hysterical symptoms are derived from phantasies
and not from real occurrences,” (Freud, 1933/1999, p. 120). Many modern clinicians
and some memory researchers prefer to take Freud at his original word, and argue
that research has validated Freud’s early claims. (For more thorough analyses of this
research, see Davis & Loftus, 2009; Goodman et al., 2003; Laney & Loftus, 2005;
Laney & Loftus, 2013; Porter & Peace, 2006.)

The modern explanation of memoryrepression and recovery, revived in the 1970s
by feminists and others (Nathan & Snedeker, 1995) suggests that the common
response to a traumatic event like childsexualabuse (though see Clancy, 2009) is to
bury all awareness and thus memory of that event deep in the subconscious, or per-
haps in a separate or dissociated personality. The victim thus becomes entirely
oblivious to her (or perhaps his, but not usually) own experience and suffering. This
repressed memory does present problems for the victim’s future mental health,
however, leading eventually to depression or eating disorders or sexual dysfunction.
When the victim seeks help for these surface problems, the therapist helps her to
recover her memories for the original trauma. Now that she is a capable adult with
support from the therapist, she is able to deal with the original trauma in a more
useful way, and thus eliminate the resulting problems.

On the surface, this theory provides a nice explanation for what happens when a
person must cope with a traumatic situation. The problem is that the theory does not
tally with a long history of scientific evidence regarding how human memory works.
First, there is copious evidence that the normal response to trauma is a more vivid
memory, or even too much memory, not a lack of memory (McNally, 2003; Peace,
Porter, & ten Brinke, 2008; Porter & Peace, 2006). Second, there is evidence that no
one—not even highly trained therapists—can really tell whether specific memories
are true, without some sort of independent corroboration (Campbell & Porter, 2002;
Leichtman & Ceci, 1995). And some therapists even argue against seeking any sort
of independent corroboration. They argue that to do so is to mistrust the victim of
abuse, which is damaging.

In fact it is now clear that certain therapeutic practices are actually causal in
producing false memories of victimization, rather than uncovering true memories.
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Techniques like guided imagination, dream interpretation, group therapy, hypnosis
(and even drugs like sodium amytal) have been modeled in the laboratory to produce
false memories (see the section on false memories below). These techniques were
widely used in the 1990s (Poole et al., 1995) and the beliefs that underlie their use
are still widespread in some circles today (Patihis, Ho, Tingen, Lilienfeld, & Loftus,
2014). These research data provide a better explanation of the existence of non-
continuous memories (including memories of victimization) than does the theory of
repression and recovery (though the theory is sufficiently unscientific that it cannot
actually be disproved; Clifasefi, Garry, & Loftus, 2007).

Before delving into the false memory literature, though, we will reassess a few
of the delayed accusations described above. First, the case of Holly Ramona. Some
4 years after her initial accusations, Gary Ramona sued Holly’s therapist for mal-
practice, on the grounds that they had implanted false memories in his daughter. The
jury agreed with him that the therapists’ actions had led to the collapse of his family
and awarded a $500,000 settlement (Johnston, 1997; Tavris & Aronson, 2007).
Holly Ramona (as well as her mother, grandmother, and sisters) did not accept the
verdict and repudiate her memories. Instead, she went to graduate school to become
a therapist herself, helping her own clients to recover their buried memories of
abuse (Tavris & Aronson, 2007).

The case of Jane Doe has received extensive attention from the research com-
munity. Skeptical of the evidence provided by Corwin and Olafson (1997), one of
us (Loftus) and fellow psychologist/lawyer, Mel Guyer, dug into the case to dis-
cover more (Loftus & Guyer, 2002). We searched public records to find the identi-
ties of those involved and then interviewed several of them. We found that Corwin
and Olafson had been biased in their reporting of events, and that there were good
reasons to consider the possibility that Jane’s initial allegations of abuse had been
false, produced in aide of a bitter custody dispute. Thus, rather than triggering a
recovery of true abuse memories, the emotionality of her younger self in the vid-
eotape had merely persuaded the older Jane (falsely) that she had been abused.
(See also Geis, Loftus, & Taus, 2009, for details of the aftermath of this
publication.)

Although Holly Ramona and Jane Doe held fast to their recovered memories in
the face of substantial contradictory information, others have retracted their recov-
ered memories (Maran, 2010; Ost, Costall, & Bull, 2002). This (small) literature
suggests that retracting recovered memories is a long and difficult process of detect-
ing and working through logical inconsistencies in memories that is very different
from the process of recovering memories.

What does this discussion of supposedly repressed and recovered (and perhaps
even retracted) memory have to do with the practice of forensic interviews? The
point of a forensic interview is to uncover the truth of what really happened, not
merely what the interviewee remembers happening. As such, the source of the
memories matters. This issue will be addressed further in the section on false mem-
ories below. For the cases where the truth doesn’t seem to be a good explanation of
the accusations of sexualabuse made by children or adults, there remain two addi-
tional possibilities: intentional lying and false memory.
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Intentional Lies

There is evidence that some children and adults knowingly make false accusations
of sexualabuse. For example, at least one of the McMartin accusers has since come
forward to say that he was never abused, and intentionally lied to investigators in
order to be helpful (Zirpolo & Nathan, 2005). Several of the accusers in the Kern
County cases also retracted their allegations in their 20s, saying that they had never
been abused (Jones, 2004).

Apart from isolated examples, there is an extensive psychological literature on decep-
tion and its detection (e.g., C.F. Bond & DePaulo, 2006; Ekman, 2001; Granhag & Vrij,
2005; Vrij, 2008; Wolpe, Foster, & Langleben, 2005). Lying is an intensely human
activity that we all engage in—deeply intertwined with emotion and social relationships.
Complicated lies can be hard to maintain, and professional lie detectors (police officers
and other investigators) attempt to use this against liars, seeking out inconsistencies and
using their experience and beliefs about lying to call out liars. Despite this, the evidence
suggests that even young children can and do lie, and even highly trained adults are
generally poor at detecting lies. Tools for lie detection, including the polygraph, also
have a poor track record in scientific analysis (National Research Council, 2003).

Forensic interviewers need to know that lies are possible, even from children mak-
ing accusations of sexualabuse, and that they are probably not as good as they think
they are at detecting lies. The research indicates that most people perform no better
than chance at detecting the lies of others (C.F. Bond & DePaulo, 2006; G.D. Bond,
Thompson, & Malloy, 2005; Vrij, 2008), with most people demonstrating a tendency
to label statements as truthful unless they have a good reason to suspect otherwise. Of
particular relevance to forensic interviewing, this “truth bias” has been shown to be
particularly strong when statements are presented in audio-visual format rather than in
transcript form (Bond & DePaulo, 2006; Burgoon, Blair, & Strom, 2008). Additional
research suggests that people tend to use the wrong cues, especially visual cues, to
detect lying (Akehurst, Kéhnken, Vrij, & Bull, 1996), though they are more likely to
use content information when they have more content-relevant knowledge (Reinhard,
Sporer, Scharmach, & Marksteiner, 2011).

One potential solution to the problem of detecting deception is specific training
on this skillset—what are the most indicative cues to lying, and how are these best
detected? Unfortunately, research demonstrates that even good quality (scientifi-
cally based) training can fail to improve detection deception skill (Akehurst, Bull,
& Vrij, 2006), and training based on common (but inaccurate) interrogation manu-
als (especially that of Inbau, Reid, Buckley, & Jayne, 2001) is likely to make train-
ees’ skills even worse (Kassin & Fong, 1999; Mann, Vrij, & Bull, 2004).

False Memory

We have already alluded above to the possibility that many of the more outlandish
accusations made by children and adults claiming recovered memories of abuse
may in fact be false memories. That is, these individuals genuinely believe that they
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have experienced satanic ritual abuse or other horrors that they have not actually
experienced. Human memory does not work like a video recorder (see Clifasefi
et al., 2007). Instead memory is reconstructive and malleable. New information,
new assumptions, existing knowledge, stereotypes, and other experiences are
blended together with accurate memory information, so that memory changes over
time. Leading questions and other forms of misinformation have been shown to
alter the memories of adults (Davis & Loftus, 2007; Loftus, 2005) and children (as
discussed above).

Researchers have also been able to create false memories out of whole cloth in
the minds of their subjects (Hyman, Husband, & Billings, 1995; Loftus & Pickrell,
1995; Porter, Yuille, & Lehman, 1999). Early false memory research specifically
modeled traumatic childhood events (but in an ethically acceptable way), and used
procedures that mimicked the therapist techniques that researchers feared were
causing false memories in the real world. Loftus and Pickrell (1995) gave college
students false memories for being lost in a shopping mall for an extended period of
time and then rescued by an older adult, using a diary and brief repeated interview
procedure. Hyman et al. (1995) used a similar procedure to get college student sub-
jects to believe that they had been hospitalized overnight as children. Porter et al.
(1999) got subjects to believe that they had been attacked by a small animal or suf-
fered a serious indoor or outdoor accident.

Researchers also modeled other therapeutic techniques, including dream inter-
pretation (Mazzoni, Loftus, Seitz, & Lynn, 1999), guided imagination (Garry,
Manning, Loftus, & Sherman, 1996; Heaps & Nash, 1999), hypnosis (Scoboria,
Mazzoni, Kirsch, & Milling, 2002), using (genuine) childhood pictures to cue mem-
ories (Lindsay, Hagen, Read, Wade, & Garry, 2004), and social modeling (Peterson,
Kaasa, & Loftus, 2009). Mazzoni et al. (1999), for example, had undergraduate
subjects participate in what they believed were two different studies. In the first
study, they were asked how confident they were that they had experienced certain
events in childhood, including having been harassed by a bully, twice, about four
weeks apart. In the second study, which took place between the two parts of the first
study, subjects met a clinical psychologist (actually one of the study’s authors) who
interpreted a recent dream. No matter the content of the dream, the psychologist
always interpreted it as being “the overt manifestation of repressed memories of
events that happened before the age of 3,” (Mazzoni et al., 1999, p. 129), specifi-
cally the event of having been bullied. After this strong and personalized sugges-
tion, fully half of the experimental subjects (those whose dreams had been
interpreted) became more confident that they had been bullied, compared to just 11
% of the control subjects.

A frequent retort to these studies from the recovered memory community was
that researchers were merely recovering genuine memories rather than implanting
false ones (e.g., Freyd, 1998). In response to this critique, false memory researchers
began implanting impossible false memories, including meeting Bugs Bunny at
Disneyland (impossible because Bugs is a Warner Brothers character; Braun, Ellis,
& Loftus, 2002) and leading subjects to misremember events as having happened in
the laboratory when they had not (Goff & Roediger, 1998; Thomas & Loftus, 2002).
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Other false memory implantation techniques are simpler, designed to give large
numbers of subjects false memories quickly (Berkowitz, Laney, Morris, Garry, &
Loftus, 2008; Bernstein, Laney, Morris, & Loftus, 2005; Laney & Loftus, 2008;
Laney, Morris, Bernstein, Wakefield, & Loftus, 2008). An important goal of this
research is to root out differences between true and false memories that could be
useful to forensic interviewers and other actors in the legal system. In the false feed-
back technique, subjects (normally undergraduates) attend the lab on two occasions,
about a week apart. On the first occasion they are given sets of questionnaires on a
particular theme (childhood experiences with food, childhood experiences at
Disneyland, etc.) and are told that their data will be entered into a special computer
system for analysis. When they return to the lab, they are given a short set of sup-
posedly computer generated feedback that is actually the manipulation of the study.
Subjects are told that they had a certain experience as child. The extent to which the
subject accepts the feedback, as well as several other characteristics of their memo-
ries, are then assessed.

In these false feedback studies the typical sample size is over 200, and approxi-
mately a third of experimental subjects form false beliefs or memories (with this
proportion exceeding half for some items; Laney & Takarangi, 2013). These num-
bers allow researchers to compare the false memories of some subjects to the true
(that is, consistently held from before any manipulation) memories of other subjects.
If consistent differences could be found between true and false memories, this would
be a boon to forensic interviewing and the legal system generally. So far, researchers
have looked for differences in confidence, detail, brain activity, consequentiality, lon-
gevity, language use, and emotional content (Bernstein, Laney, Morris, & Loftus,
2005; Lampinen, Meier, Arnal, & Leding, 2005; Laney, Bowman Fowler, Nelson,
Bernstein, & Loftus, 2008; Laney & Loftus, 2008; Laney & Takarangi, 2013;
Sederberg et al., 2007; Vrij, 2005). So far, none of these analyses have produced use-
ful (consistent, substantial) differences between true and false memories. That is,
although some studies produce significant differences between mean levels of confi-
dence or detail between true and false memories, these differences are never suffi-
cient to categorically distinguish whether a particular memory is true or false
(Bernstein & Loftus, 2009; Laney & Loftus, 2008; Vrij, 2005). For example, Laney
and Loftus (2008) found that false memories of emotional childhood events (being
hospitalized overnight, catching one’s parents having sex, or witnessing a physically
violent fight between one’s parents) could be just as emotional and just as confidently
held as true memories for the same events, such that neither confidence nor emo-
tionality was sufficient to identify a particular memory as true. Further research is
needed to identify other potential differences between true and false memories that
could be used to determine whether a particular memory arising in a legal context is
true or false.

To address this problem from a different angle, a small number of studies have
asked whether individuals can differentiate between true and false memories when
given transcripts or videos of people telling the truth or describing false memories
(Campbell & Porter, 2002; Heiss, Laney, Kaasa, & Loftus, 2013; Leichtman &
Ceci, 1995). Although this literature is much smaller than that comparing true
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statements to lies (as discussed above), the broad conclusions are the same: third
parties are not very good at differentiating between true and false memories once
they have been established. The implications of this for the practice of forensic
interviewing are clear, if not optimistic. Interviewers need to be aware the false
memory is a realistic explanation of a particular report, and that there is no magic
bullet (besides corroborating evidence) to determine whether a particular memory
is true or false.

Conclusions and Implications for Forensic Interviewing
Practices

Forensic interviews with suspected abuse victims are walks through well-charted
but still dangerous territory. These interviews delve into human memory, a deep and
rich source of information, but also a home for misinformation. Interviews can pro-
duce true and accurate reports of events—even traumatic and uncomfortable to dis-
cuss events. But they can also fail to detect—or even produce—highly corrupted
false reports. Children’s memories can be tainted by leading questions and biased
interviews. Adults are also susceptible, and interviewers should be especially suspi-
cious of reports of non-continuous memories. Children and adults do lie, and these
lies can be difficult to detect. Children and adults can produce memories that are
entirely false, and these memories can be emotional, detailed, confidently held, and
consequential in their lives.

The solution to this difficult situation is to arm oneself with the latest research
and best practices for conducting scientifically sound forensic interviews. This book
is designed to help in that goal.
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