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This manuscript provides a comprehensive review of the literature about police interroga-
tions. The review suggests that interrogation manuals are reasonably uniform, currently
used interrogation tactics are successful in the majority of cases, and that a confession
has a significant impact on case processing. The review also considers that literature on
the relationship between police interrogation practices and false confessions. Finally,
Jfuture directions for interrogation research are suggested.
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ORTRAYALS of police interroga- that are currently in print (Aubry &
tion are commonplace in the Caputo, 1980; Benson, 2000; Hess,
popular media, and interrogation 1997; Holmes, 2002; Inbau, Reid, Buck-
is commonly thought to be a critical ele- ley, & Jayne, 2001; MacDonald &
ment of criminal investigation (O'Hara & Michaud, 1992; Rutledge, 1994; Walters,
O'Hara, 2003; Swanson, Chamelin, & 2002; Zulawski & Wicklander, 2001).
Territo, 1999). However, research about Because Interrogations and Confessions
interrogation is currently very limited. (Inbau, Reid, Buckley, & Jayne, 2001) is
The purpose of this paper is to review the most frequently referred to manual in
what we know about interrogation. Our the literature (Gudjonsson, 2003; Kassin,
knowledge about interrogation can cur- Goldstein, & Savitsky, 2003; Kassin &
rently be divided into five major areas. McNall, 1991; Leo, 2001), it will be used
These are what interrogation manuals as comparison point for all of the manu-
teach; what the police do during interro- als. Several commonalities about inter-
gations; the success of interrogations; the rogations can be derived from the
impact of interrogations on case process- manuals. These are presented next.
ing; and interrogation errors. This re- '
view will begin by discussing what Interviewing Is Different from Interroga-
interrogation manuals teach. tion
Chapter 1 of the Inbau et al. (2001)
What Interrogation Manuals Teach manual discusses and clearly distin-
guishes the differences between inter-
One way to assess what occurs during views and interrogations. An interview
interrogations is to explore what interro- is a non-accusatory dialogue used to de-
gators are taught to do. A search for velop information that is relevant to a
criminal interrogation on Amazon.com case, and an interrogation is an accusa-
revealed seven interrogation manuals tory monologue, dominated by the inter-
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rogator, that is used to get the trut.h ‘frorn
an individual suspected of committing a
crime. Five of the other six interrogation
manuals make similar distinctions be-
tween interviews and interrogations (see
Table 1). However, the Holmes (2002)
manual uses the terminology accusatory
or mom-accusatory interrogation to de-
lineate what the other manuals refer to as
interrogation or interviewing, respec-
tively.

Interrogation Is Persuasion

Inbau et al. (2001) suggest that interro-
gation is a persuasive activity wherein
the interrogator attempts to move the
suspect toward confession by altering the
suspect’s perceptions of the situation and
consequences. The interrogator is trying
to “sell” the suspect on the idea that tell-
ing the truth is the best thing to do. Asa
result of this general orientation (and
contrary to the portrayal of interrogation
in the popular media), the interrogation is
sympathetic (not hostile) in nature. All
of the other interrogation manuals assert
that interrogation is a persuasive activity
(See Table 1).

Interrogation Tactics

Several basic interrogation tactics can
be derived from the manuals. These are
direct confrontation, theme development,

dealing with resistance, alternative ques-
tions, and developing details. Each of
these tactics will be discussed next.

Direct confrontation. The interrogation
begins with the direct positive confronta-
tion of the suspect (Inbau et al., 2001).
The interrogator enters the room and
states, “Our investigation clearly indi-
cates that you did X,” where X repre-
sents the crime in question.  The
interrogator then pauses for a few sec-
onds to observe the suspect’s reaction,
repeats the accusation, and begins to
transition to the next step. Inbau et al.
(2001) also present an alternate confron-
tation procedure wherein the interrogator
begins by stating the suspect cannot be
eliminated from suspicion and slowly
moves toward a direct accusation if the
suspect’s behavior is considered by the
interrogator to be indicative of guilt. If
the suspect’s behaviors are not indicative
of guilt, the interrogator can back out of
the interrogation and not accuse the sub-
ject of committing the crime. As can be
seen in Table 1, five of the other six in-
terrogation manuals suggest that the in-
terrogation  should begin  with a
confrontational procedure that is similar
to the one that is suggested by Inbau et
al. (2001).

Table 1: Interrogation Tactics

Source Interview Persuasion Direct Themes Resistance Alternative Developing
/Interrog. Confront. Question Details

Inbau et al. 2001) Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes
Aubry & Caputo (1980) Yes Yes Yes Yes No No Yes
Hess (1997) Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes No
Holmes (2002) Yes Yes Yes Yes No Yes Yes
MacDonald & Michaud (1992) No No No No No No No
Walters (2002) Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes No Yes
Zulawski & Wicklander (2001) Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes
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Theme development. The next step in the
Inbau et al. (2001) interrogation proce-
dure is referred to as theme development.
This step is primarily concerned with
offering the suspect a moral excuse, ra-
~ tionalization, or crutch that will make it
easier for the suspect to confess. For of-
fenders that Inbau et al. (2001) identify
as emotional, this can involve stating that
most people in a similar circumstance
would have done the same thing or sug-
gesting that the victim deserved what
they got. Another common tactic in-
volves contrasting the suspect’s crime
against a more severe crime. For exam-
ple, if the suspect committed a robbery,
the interrogator might contrast the rob-
bery with a murder. Different themes are
suggested by Inbau et al. (2001) for non-
emotional offenders. These can include
suggesting that there was a non-criminal
intent behind the act, getting an admis-
sion that the suspect has lied about some
incidental aspect of the crime, and point-
ing out that it is futile not to tell the truth.
The interrogator is advised to pay atten-
tion to whether or not the suspect appears
to be accepting the theme during the in-
terrogation. If the suspect appears to be
accepting the theme, the interrogator
should stay with it. However, if the sus-
pect appears to be rejecting the theme,
the interrogator should try a different
one. This means that interrogators will
often use several themes during an inter-
rogation.  Additionally, Inbau et al.
(2001) state that it is legally acceptable
to deceive suspects, and that presenting
false evidence is a risky but acceptable
tactic.

As can be seen in Table 1, five of the
other six manuals suggest theme devel-
opment procedures that are similar to the
one suggested by Inbau et al. (2001). A
few points are worthy of note here. The
first is that several of the other manuals
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do not use the term “theme develop-
ment” to describe this procedure. The
most common alternate terminology is to
refer to themes as arguments or rationali-
zations. The second point is that while
the theme development process is similar
between the different manuals, the
manuals often present specific themes
that are different from the examples
given in the Inbau et al. (2001) manual.
The third is that many of the manuals
neither explicitly state that it is accept-
able for the interrogator to deceive the
suspect nor do they state that it is unac-
ceptable.

Dealing with resistance. The Inbau et al.
(2001) manual also contains explicit in-
structions about how to overcome resis-
tance on the part of the suspect during
the interrogation. Three types of resis-
tance are recognized by Inbau et al
(2001). The first is a denial. A denial is
defined as any attempt to say that an al-
legation is false. Inbau et al. (2001) ad-
vise that the suspect should not be
allowed to voice denials during the inter-
rogation. The interrogator can accom-
plish this by dominating the interrogation
and not giving the suspect time to talk.
If the denial is stated, the interrogator is
told to restate his or her confidence in the
suspect’s guilt and change the particular
theme that was being used as the denial
is a sign that the theme is not being ac-
cepted by the subject.

The second type of resistance is an ob-
jection. An objection is not a direct
statement of innocence; rather it is a rea-
son why the accusation of guilt is incor-
rect. In a case involving an armed
robbery with a gun, an objection might
involve the suspect stating that he or she
does not own a gun. Inbau et al. (2001)
advise that when a suspect makes an
objection, the interrogator should draw
the objection out, and then use it to form
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objection out, and then use it to form a
new theme. In the example given above
the interrogator might say,

I hope that it is true that you don’t own
a gun. That tells me that you aren’t a
violent type of person, and that you
didn’t want to hurt anyone. It is impor-
tant that we bring this point out be-
cause a person who doesn’t want to
hurt anyone during a robbery is differ-
ent from one that does. We don’t want
people to have an inaccurate picture of
who you are because . . .

After the interrogator turns the objection
into a theme, he or she is advised to use
the new theme to move the suspect be-
yond their resistance.

The third type of resistance occurs
when the suspect attempts to withdraw
and stop paying attention to the interro-
gator. According to Inbau et al. (2001),
this sometimes occurs when the suspect
realizes that his or her denials and objec-
tions are not deterring the interrogator
from continuing the interrogation. At
this point, the suspect may attempt to
“tune out” the interrogator. Inbau et al.
(2001) advise that when this happens, the
interrogator should do several things to
get the suspect reengaged. Because it is
difficult to ignore someone who is in
your field of vision or invading your per-
sonal space, the interrogator is advised to
move his or her chair closer to the sus-
pect and attempt to establish eye contact.
The interrogator may also ask questions
that require a response from the suspect.
For example, the interrogator might ask,
“You care about this, don’t you?” When
the suspect answers these questions, the
suspect is no longer “tuning out” the in-
terrogator.

Advice about how to deal with resis-
tance on the part of the suspect is not as
widespread in the manuals as is the use
of themes. As can be seen in Table 1,
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only three of the six manuals specifically
address how to deal with resistance.
These manuals generally recognize the
three types of resistance presented in the
Inbau et al. (2001) manual. However,
the Walters (2002) manual focuses on
resistance as a function of the suspect’s
personality type.

The alternative question. Once the sus-
pect has been confronted, a theme has
been accepted, and resistance has been
overcome, the suspect is on the verge of
confessing. However, Inbau et al. (2001)
state that directly stating “I did it” will
still be difficult for the suspect to do.
Therefore, they teach interrogators to use
an alternative question to get the sus-
pect’s first admission of guilt. The alter-
native question presents the suspect with
a choice between two possible explana-
tions for why the crime was committed.
One of the choices is more psychologi-
cally attractive than the other. For ex-
ample, in a theft case, the suspect may be
asked, “Did you take the money because
you needed it for bills or for drugs?” If
the suspect accepts either alternative, this
represents their first admission about
committing the crime. The alternative
question is often presented several times
to the suspect with slight variations each
time. For example, in the case above the
suspect could also be asked, “You
needed the money for bills, right? It
wasn’'t for drugs. Was it? You just
needed the money for bills. Didn’t
you?”

As can be seen in Table 1, half (3) of
the other manuals teach the alternative
question as a way of gaining a first ad-
mission of guilt. The other half (3) do
not clearly discuss how the suspect’s
first admission of guilt occurs.






