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    CHAPTER ONE 

INTRODUCTION 

 

1.1  Introduction 

The statistics on the rate of child sexual abuse cases show that sexual abuse amongst children 

is common in South Africa (Jiya, 2015).  The statistics in the research study conducted by 

Mathews, et al. (2014) reveal that of the 40% of sexual abuse cases reported against children, 

39% of these are experienced by girls younger than the age of 18 years. Mathews, et al 

(2014) further acknowledge that of all the sexual abuse cases reported in South Africa, 17% 

relate to boys from the Eastern Cape.  The same study by Mathews, et al. (2014) reveals that 

in Tanzania, 30% of the girls and 13.4% of the boys experience sexual abuse before the age 

of 18years (Walker-Williams (2012)). When a child sexual abuse case is opened, the 

investigation begins with interviewing the child and any other person involved.  A trained, 

neutral professional is supposed to utilise researched and practice informed techniques when 

interviewing the child, which process forms part of the larger investigative process. This type 

of interviewing is referred to as „forensic interviewing‟ (Newlin, et al., (2015)). 

 

The concept of „forensic‟, as described by Faller (2007), means that one should apply 

scientific principles and methods to the legal problem that are aimed at obtaining information 

from a child. This will then enable one to provide expert testimony in a court of law. While 

Faller (2007) believes that one should follow scientific methods and practices, one should 

bear in mind that forensic assessment interviews are conducted with the intention to gather 

information from a child that will be used during the criminal justice process. The interview 

should therefore be conducted in a manner that will take into account the development of the 

child and be non-judgemental in nature. (Fouchè and Joubert, (2009)).  The definition of 

„forensic interviewing‟ supports the view that child forensic interviews should be conducted 

in a manner that will take into account the age of the child and be legally accepted in a court 

of law (Newlin, et al., (2015)).  

 

Because children can become informative witnesses in court, professionals and experts in the 

field of child abuse should ask children questions that are in line with their level of 

development in order to elicit correct information. This can be achieved through the manner 

in which the forensic interviews are conducted with the children (Lamb, et al., (2007)).  
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Researchers such as Anderson, et al. (2012) and Fouchè and Joubert (2009) recognise 

national and international forensic interviewing techniques that can be useful in determining 

whether child abuse did take place. Such forensic interviewing techniques include the 

protocol developed in South Africa called the Seven Phases of Forensic Interviewing, and 

other internationally developed protocols such as the National Institute of Child Health and 

Human Development (NICHD) Protocol as well as the Cornerhouse Forensic Interviewing 

Protocol (RATAC), which will be further elaborated upon. 

 

This study aims to unpack the best practices and methods for professionals and discusses how 

well suited/effective these practices and methods are. The study also aims to determine 

whether these practices and methods can be used in the South African context?  Because of 

the broad meaning of child abuse, this study will only focus on the forensic interviewing of 

children involved in sexual abuse matters. 

 

1.2  Definition of terms 

Msimango (2015) quotes Leedy and Ormord (2005) who emphasise that the „concept‟ needs 

to be understood in order to achieve the research goal.  The following key concepts are 

explained: 

 

Child: The Children‟s Act, No. 38 of 2005 defines a child as a person under the age of 18 

years.   

 

Forensic interviewing: Newlin, et al. (2015) supported by Spies (2006), refers to forensic 

interviewing as a type of interviewing which considers the development of the child and the 

legal method of gathering factual information regarding allegations of abuse.   

 

Forensic interviewer: According to the American Professional Society on the Abuse of 

Children (APSAC) (2012), the forensic interviewer is a neutral person and a fact finder who 

conducts forensic interviews with the purpose of eliciting complete and accurate information 

from the child to determine whether the alleged sexual abuse took place. 

 

Secondary traumatisation: Spies (2006) defines secondary traumatisation as a process or 

action that may intentionally or unintentionally contribute to the re-traumatisation of the 
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victim who has already encountered a traumatic incident. This can be brought about by 

professionals or institutions. 

 

Investigative interview: According to Spies (2006), an investigative interview is a first-

hand method of obtaining information from the witness, victim, suspect, or any other person 

who might be a useful source of information. 

 

Interview protocol: Faller (2007) describes the interview protocol as a structured or 

sequential way of conducting the interviews.   

 

1.3  The problem statement  

When a child experiences sexual abuse, he/she experiences a great deal of trauma.  The 

traumatic experience is accompanied by physical pain, emotional trauma and threats. In most 

cases this results in a child being unable to relate what happened. As not every person 

working with children understands the pain and trauma associated with sexual abuse, it is 

important to use a structured protocol which enables the interviewers to elicit more 

information from the child (Van Deventer, (2012)), and the interviewers should follow these 

sequential procedures when conducting the forensic interviews. It is important that the 

techniques are used correctly in order to obtain information from those children who are 

unable to relate what happened (Harris, (2010)).   

 

In South Africa, welfare organisations; non-governmental organisations and private social 

workers do not utilise a structured protocol when conducting their interviews and not all 

social workers know about it (Van Deventer, (2012)). The risk of allowing children who 

suffer secondary trauma to be incorrectly interviewed is thus, very high. Using the incorrect 

interviewing techniques/methods can compromise and contaminate the information provided 

by the child and can lead a child to suggest and provide information based on what he or she 

heard from previous interviewers or family members (Spies, (2006)).   

 

The South African Police Service has employed social workers to assist police with the 

interviewing of children. The employment of social workers is based on their skills and 

experience in child development, child sexual abuse management, and child and family law 
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(Jonkers, 2012).  According to Fouchè (2009), when allegations of abuse are reported, 

children are referred to social workers for forensic interviewing. 

 

Before the development of the Seven Steps of Forensic Interviewing, there was no locally 

developed protocol in South Africa.  Instead, social workers relied on internationally based 

protocols. It is the researcher‟s opinion that there is limited knowledge of the structured 

protocols used in South Africa by social workers and this can lead to secondary trauma for 

the victims, contamination of the information obtained and suggestibility of the victims and 

witnesses.  It is important that professionals become familiar with the interviewing protocols 

and this will be done through exposure to, exploration of and familiarisation with, the 

protocols by those working with children. For these reasons, the researcher aims to explore 

the best practices and methods of forensic interviewing so that all professionals may become 

familiar with them. 

 

1.4  Aim of the study 

The aim of the study is to familiarise social workers with the international and national 

forensic interviewing protocols, which can be regarded as the best practices and methods for 

these professionals. The aim is therefore, to determine the best practices and methods of child 

forensic interviewing.  Furthermore, the study will look at lessons to be learnt from 

international countries.          

 

1.5  Significance of the study 

The significance of research according to Fouché and De Vos (2015), is that it should be 

useful to the intended target group. Therefore, researcher must ensure the meaningfulness or 

relevance of their proposed research and bear in mind the long term benefits that the study 

may bring.  

 

This study is significant as it develops an understanding of the practices and methods of child 

forensic interviewing, which can assist social workers. This research intends to assist in 

familiarising these professionals with the child forensic interviewing protocols and 

techniques that exist and their relevance to the South African context.  
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1.6  Research questions 

This study seeks to address the following research questions: 

1.6.1 How is child forensic interviewing conceptualised in literature?    

1.6.2 What are the existing international and national child forensic interviewing protocols 

and techniques?  

1.6.3 Does South Africa have best practices and methods in child forensic interviewing? If 

so, what are those?   

1.6.4 Are there lessons to be drawn from well developed countries in terms of forensic 

interviewing; such as the United States of America and England on forensic 

interviewing protocols and techniques?     

  

1.7  Research objectives 

The study seeks to achieve the objectives below: 

1.7.1 To understand the conceptualisation of child forensic interviewing. 

1.7.2 To identify the existing international and national child forensic interviewing 

protocols and techniques. 

1.7.3 To determine whether South Africa has best practices and methods in child forensic 

interviewing.    

1.7.4 To determine whether there are lessons to be learned from countries such as the 

United States of America and England on forensic interviewing protocols and 

techniques. 

 

1.8  The research methodology 

The importance of research methodology according to Babbie and Mouton (2012), is that it 

focuses on the research process and the tools and procedures to be used when collecting the 

data for the research study.  One of the sources of data collection mentioned by Strydom and 

Delport (2015) in a document study is mass media.  Mass media includes websites that can 

present commercial, governmental, educational journal articles. The researcher will use 

desktop research when conducting this study and the method to be used is a document study, 

utilising mass media as the source of information. The information obtained from different 

countries such as the United States of America, South Africa and England will be critically 

compared, with the intention to answer the proposed research questions.   
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1.9  Limitations of the study            

Fouché and Delport (2011) refer to the limitations of a study as the challenges which might 

impact on executing the study such as the availability of resources, accessing data and ethical 

problems. The researcher will conduct a study on the best practices and methods of forensic 

interviewing. There is limited information based on the South African context, however, this 

will not hinder the progress of the study.  

 

1.10 Ethical consideration 

Strydom (2015) states that utilising committee which considers the research proposal is 

becoming an accepted practice.  In conducting this study an application has been made to the 

University of KwaZulu-Natal‟s Research Committee for ethical approval. Ethical clearance 

has been granted and is attached to the study as Annexure A.  

 

1.11 Structure of the dissertation  

This study consists of the following chapters: 

 

Chapter One –provides the orientation of the study, with the following topics:  the 

background of the study or the introduction, the problem statement, the research aims, the 

research questions, objective research methods, the limitations of the study and the ethical 

consideration.  

 

Chapter Two – deals with conceptualising child forensic interviewing. 

 

Chapter Three- identifies the existing international and national child forensic interviewing 

protocols and techniques.  This chapter attempts to identify and discuss the best practices and 

methods that can be used in South Africa in child forensic interviewing.    

 

Chapter Four–discusses the lessons that are to be learnt from other countries such as the 

United States and England on forensic interviewing protocols and techniques. 

 

Chapter Five- provides the conclusion of the research and provides recommendations for 

future research and practice. 
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CHAPTER TWO 

CONCEPTUALISING CHILD FORENSIC INTERVIEWS 

 

2.1  Introduction 

When a case of sexual abuse against a child is opened, the investigation begins with 

interviewing the child and any other person involved. According to Vieth (2009), in the 

1970‟s, professionals working within child protection and focusing on child abuse cases were 

accused of lacking skills in forensic investigation. They were also accused of being 

„confirmatory biased‟ and asking leading and suggestive questions.  Another concern was 

false allegations, which were the result of inappropriate interviewing (Faller, (2014)).  With 

such critiques and challenges, there was a definite need to develop interviewing protocols to 

guide those working with child abuse cases (Faller, (2007); American Professional Society on 

the Abuse of Children (APSAC), (2012)). 

 

According to Fouchè and Joubert (2009), conducting a forensic interview can be challenging 

and can lead to a poor interview and have a negative impact on the child. In South Africa, a 

child can be removed from his/her family or a person can be wrongly or falsely arrested, 

based on a statement from an assessment report compiled (Fouchè and Joubert, (2009)).  It is 

therefore, important that professionals conducting assessment interviews follow a legally 

sound protocol when obtaining information from a child, to ensure that the child‟s statement 

is not contaminated and that the process is fair towards the alleged offender. Children 

experience a great deal of fear and trauma when being interviewed and when providing 

testimony in an open court. This can be amplified if a person who conducts the interview 

does not have forensic interviewing skills or has not received adequate training on how to 

conduct the interview properly (Churr, (2010)). To avoid placing undue mental stress on 

children, section 170A (3) of the Criminal Procedure Act No. 51 of 1977 is applied. This 

section assist in making provisions for children who testify in court by appointing an 

intermediary person to assist the child to relate what happened (Churr, (2010)).   Newlin, et 

al. (2015) stress that professionals should be trained on how to utilise a researched and 

informed technique when interviewing a child. 

 

For purposes of this chapter, the focus will be on conceptualising child forensic interviews.   
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This will assist social workers who interact with children who are sexually abused to be 

informed about how to conduct forensic interviews with children. According to the study 

conducted by Van Deventer (2012), participants agreed that they experienced uncertainty at 

having no information from the child.  The researcher will also look at child sexual abuse, the 

impact of abuse on children, the purpose of forensic interviews, phases of forensic 

interviewing and what to consider when conducting child forensic interviews.  

 

2.2  Child sexual abuse 

Chapter one shows that the number of children who are subjected to sexual abuse increased 

in the whole world.  People are seen to not taking child sexual abuse seriously.  The 

researcher therefore hopes that by conducting a study focusing on sexual abuse, people can 

be sensitised about the seriousness and harshness of sexual abuse to children. According to 

section 1 (1) of the Children‟s Act No. 38 of 2005, sexual abuse in relation to a child, means- 

a) “Sexually molesting or assaulting a child or allowing the child to be sexually molested or 

assaulted; 

b) Encouraging, inducing or forcing a child to be used in sexual gratification of another person; 

c) Using a child in or deliberately exposing a child to sexual activities or pornography or; 

d) Procuring or allowing a child to be procured for commercial sexual exploitation or in any way 

participating or assisting in the commercial sexual exploitation of a child.” 

 

Children can be abused either physically, emotionally or sexually, however, the focus of this 

research is on matters involving sexual abuse against children. Sexual abuse by a child to 

another child, is classified as a child sexually abusing other children (World Health 

Organisation, 2003). Adult on child sexual abuse occurs when an adult person uses power to 

sexually abuse a powerless child (World Health Organisation, 2003). Another form of child 

sexual abuse is paedophilia, which is when an adult person or an adolescent is diagnosed as 

having a psychiatric disorder of an exclusive attraction to preadolescent children (World 

Health Organisation, (2003); Osadan and Reid, (2015)).  

 

The impact of sexual abuse can be emotionally and physically severe and consequently lead 

to depression; suicide; feelings of guilt and shame; eating disorders; anxiety and denial 

(Frinkelor and Brown, (1989)). The Model of Traumagenic Dynamics, which is a 

combination of the traumatic effects, best describes how sexual abuse negatively affects an 

individual 
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Traumatic sexualisation is a psychological effect caused by sexual abuse whereby the child‟s 

sexuality is shaped inappropriately (Howes, (2014)).  Frinkelor and Brown (1989) define this 

kind of experience as when a child learns that he/she can benefit by way of gifts, attention or 

affection in exchange for sexual behaviour. Howes (2014) supported by Makhija (2014), 

states that some children will even engage others in sexual behaviour or fondling. When a 

child experiences sexual abuse, a sense of betrayal comes into play. The child realises that 

someone (a family member, neighbour or a stranger) whom he or she trusts has caused harm 

to him or her and the betrayal is said to be even greater when the child is not believed, and is 

blamed or ostracised, undoubtedly by adult people (Makhija, 2014). The violation of the 

child‟s will, desires and sense of worth is what Makhija (2014) and Howes (2014) describe as 

the child feeling powerless due to the traumatic experience of sexual abuse. It is further the 

invasion of space and body against the child‟s will by a person who has more power. 

Finkelhor and Brown (1989) add that the last stage that a child experiences due to sexual 

abuse is stigmatisation, which is a negative connotation communicated to the child around his 

or her experience of sexual abuse. The child experiences stigmatisation by being labelled 

with names such as a „loose and dirty child‟ by others in the community and stigma can cause 

the child to disassociate him or herself from other children (Finkelhor and Brown, (1989)). 

Through experiencing a combination of traumatic effects, children can suffer emotional and 

psychological trauma.  Understanding the child‟s development and traumagenic dynamics is 

thus, very important for those who conduct forensic interviews with children who are 

sexually abused.   

 

2.3 Conceptualising child forensic interviews    

Child forensic interviews can be described as the application of scientific principles and 

methods to a legal problem when one aims to obtain information from a child and then later 

provide expert testimony regarding their abuse in court (Faller, (2007)).  

 

The question is how forensic interviewing came about as an appropriate tool for conducting 

child abuse investigations? The cases of child abuse in the 1970‟s, when mental health 

professionals were criticised for being “confirmatory biased”, and for asking leading and 

suggestive questions, gave rise to the need for an appropriate tool for the gathering of 

information about sexual abuse allegations (Faller, (2014)). This continued into the 1980‟s 

when false allegations took the toll on several high profile cases against day care service 
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providers who were accused of sexually abusing children (La Rooy, et al. (2015)).  The 

centre of the scrutiny was on the inappropriateness of using therapeutic interviewing 

techniques for criminal investigation purposes by the mental health professionals at that time 

(Faller, (2014); Larney and Loftus, 2016)).   

 

Newlin, et al. (2015) notes that as child abuse cases increased, professionals realised that it 

might take a specialised skill set to interview children appropriately.  The first mental health 

professional to address investigative interviewing in the literature was Sgori in 1978. A 

pamphlet on forensic interviewing titled Interviewing the Sexually Abused Child was written 

and published in 1985 by David Jones and Mary McQuiston from the C. Henry Kempe 

National Centre for the Prevention and Treatment of Child Abuse and Neglect(1984) Annual 

Report (Faller, (2014)). During the1990‟s, the American Professional Society on the Abuse 

of Children (APSAC) addressed cases of suspected child abuse in their practice guideline 

called the Psychosocial Evaluation of Suspected Abuse on Young Children (Faller, 2014). 

This guideline focused on mental health interviews, but later APSAC shifted to forensic 

interviewing (Faller, 2014). There were other cases from the United Kingdom which led to 

the conceptualising of forensic interviewing (Faller, (2014)). In 1993 North American, 

European and Middle Eastern experts came together and developed an agreement on child 

abuse assessments (Faller, (2014)). The meeting resulted in a document entitled The 

Investigation of Child Abuse: An International Disciplinary Consensus Statement, which was 

drafted by Michael Lamb and later revised and published in three scholarly journals, namely, 

Family Law Quarterly, Child Abuse and Neglect, the International Journal, and the Journal 

of Child Abuse (Faller, (2014)).  

 

In South Africa, forensic social work is developing but has not yet been classified as a 

specialised profession. The South African Police Service (SAPS) has employed and trained 

many social workers in the Family Violence, Child Protection and Sexual Offences Unit 

(FCS) (Jonkers, (2012)).  These social workers assist investigating officers by conducting 

child forensic interviews and obtaining statements from younger children if there are 

allegations of sexual abuse. The necessity for forensic social workers in South Africa was 

realised when a research project was conducted by Potchefstroom University students in 1995 

(Jonkers, (2012)). This research study was based on creating forensic social work a 

specialised field and it targeted prosecutors, magistrates and members of the Child Protection 

Units (CPUs) around Johannesburg, Carletonville, Klerksdorp, Krugersdorp, Potchefstroom, 
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Vanderbijlpark and Vereeniging as research participants. The study concluded that there 

was a need for social work intervention and that investigating officers should make use of the 

forensic social workers (Jonkers, (2012)). 

 

According to the South African Police Service Forensic Social Work Standing Operating 

Procedure Manual (2016), a comprehensive follow up study was conducted in May 1996 by 

the SAPS amongst the CPU‟s and it revealed the need for direct social work involvement.  

The study revealed that;  

a) Social workers were reluctant to work in the communities after hours, 

b) Social workers practicing forensic social work would be willing to become part of a 

CPU‟s investigating team, 

c) The presence of internal social workers would improve the quality of CPUs, and  

d) Social workers would speed up the investigation process,(SAPS Forensic Social Work 

Service Standing Operating Procedure,2016).   

 

Based on the research results, social workers who at that time were practising forensic social 

workers were placed under a component of the Employee Health and Wellness Programme, 

but were moved later in 2012 to the Child Protection Unit called the Family Violence, Child 

Protection and Sexual Offences Unit (FCS) (Gogela, (2013)).  Social workers were carefully 

selected and employed based on their skills and experience in child development, child sexual 

abuse management and child and family law (Jonkers, (2012)). 

 

The roles of the professionals dealing with children differ, and likewise, with the practices 

and methods used, and it is important to understand the goals of the forensic interviews.  In 

South Africa, professionals such as medical staff, police, social workers and lawyers often 

confuse the different types of interviews.  For the purpose of this study, it is important to note 

the difference between the terms „therapeutic‟, „clinical‟ and „forensic‟ interviews. Fouché 

and Joubert (2009) define therapeutic interviews as those encouraging the expression of 

feelings or thoughts, regardless of being accurate, with the intention to provide treatment for 

the patient‟s emotional well-being.  Fouché and Joubert (2009) refer to clinical interviews as 

those interviews which include deliberate problem solving in order to understand the cause of 

the problem. The distinction between the terms „forensic‟ and „clinical‟ interviews must also 

be noted. „Forensic interviews‟ follow a criminal justice process, while „clinical interviews‟ 

are therapeutic and goal orientated (Faller, (2007)). The primary focus of forensic interviews 



 

12 
 

is to present findings in court (Spies, (2006)). Forensic interviewers are required to be neutral 

and to fulfil the role of being a fact finder using a structured protocol and different methods 

of gathering information; for example, taking notes, using videos, media such as anatomical 

drawings, and anatomically correct dolls (Spies, (2006)).  On the other hand, in clinical 

interviews, facts are less important; for example, clinical interviewers sometimes use 

scenarios when conducting interviews, whereas in forensic interviews, this can be regarded as 

leading the child or encouraging suggestibility, and can result in the contamination of the 

information obtained. Clinical interviews are less structured and forensic interviews are more 

structured (Faller, (2007)). 

 

2.4  The purpose of child forensic interviews 

Newlin, et al. (2015) interprets a forensic interview as a complete child abuse investigation 

which involves lawyers, child protection investigators, prosecutors and medical practitioners.  

The neutral stance of the interviewer is of paramount importance when determining the facts 

of the incident in order to assist the court in making its decision (Faller, (2007)).  Apart from 

the court reaching its conclusion about the alleged offence, the welfare of the child needs to 

be considered. This goes beyond providing post event counselling to a child and further 

investigates the possibility of negligence by the parents, their suitability to care for that 

particular child, or whether alternative care is required.  This is enshrined in section 28 (1) (d) 

and (2) of the South African Constitution (1996) where it states that the child‟s rights to be 

protected from maltreatment, neglect, abuse or degradation, as well as the best interests of the 

child, are of paramount importance. Section 50 of the Children‟s Act No. 38 of 2005 looks at 

whether the particular child is not perhaps a child in need of care and protection.  (Children‟s 

Act No. 38 of 2005).   

 

The state of Michigan‟s Task Force (2011) supports Faller (2007) in stating that forensic 

interviews should be a form of hypothesis testing and use a child-centred approach.  

Hypothesis testing determines whether or not abuse has taken place or whether there are other 

explanations to be considered. This means that the interviewer should prepare a set of 

alternative words and explanations about the allegation. The interviewer should use the words 

that are used by the child.  Furthermore, the interviewer should not suggest or use words that 

are not used by the child, as by doing so, the interviewer attempts to rule out any alternative 

explanations for the allegation. For example, when a child uses the term „kiss‟, the 
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interviewer should assess the child‟s understanding of it and explore whether the „kiss‟ might 

have happened during a routine greeting by the father. When parents are divorcing and 

fighting over the custody of children, there is a likelihood that false allegations of sexual 

abuse might surface.  

 

According to the State of Michigan‟s Task Force (2011), the interviewer should always get 

clarity if there are inconsistences in the child‟s statement. The state of Michigan‟s Task 

Force(2011) and Newlin, et al. (2015) state that when a child provides inconsistent 

information, the interviewer should clarify whether the incident „could‟ have happened as 

described by the child, or if there are more incidents, or if the child is using words in an 

unusual way.  The state of Michigan‟s Task Force (2011) defines a child-centred approach in 

forensic interviewing as taking into consideration the child‟s particular needs, his or her 

rights and well-being, and his or her level of development.  Child forensic interviews allow 

children to use their own vocabulary, and interviewers should never suggest words or events 

that have not been used by the child, or use an adult interpretation of an event which can be 

frightening to the child (The State of Michigan‟s Task Force (2011)).   

 

2.5  The phases of forensic interviews: 

Faller (2007) and Newlin, et al. (2015) state that there are three phases in forensic 

interviewing, and those are: 

 

2.5.1 The initial phase 

This phase includes an introduction and explanation of the duties of the interviewer, and the 

child also has the opportunity to introduce him or herself to the interviewer. The interview 

instructions, such as the ground rules and the importance of telling the truth are also 

discussed at this stage (Newlin, et al., 2015).  The interviewer conducts practice interviews by 

preparing the child to narrate what happened using episodic memory training. This is done by 

asking the child to tell the interviewer about his / her recent birthday party, for example; 

when it was and who was present. Rapport building occurs at this stage and it allows the child 

to get comfortable with the interviewer, thus, enabling the development of a relationship of 

trust between the parties (Faller, (2007) and Newlin, et al., (2015)). 
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2.5.2 The substantive phase (information gathering phase) 

During the substantive phase, the interviewer follows a structured protocol and conducts the 

interview using specific techniques in order to obtain information from the child (Du Plessis, 

2012).  The aim of this phase is to obtain a description of the events which have taken place 

using detail seeking strategies by clarifying things and to test the hypothesis when needed 

(Faller, (2007); Newlin, et al., (2015)). 

 

2.5.3 The closure phase 

Faller (2007) and Newlin, et al. (2015) assert that every interview should have a closing 

phase, where the interviewer recaptures the child‟s account using his or her own words.  

Furthermore, the interviewer asks the child if there are any other incidences of abuse that he 

or she might want to share, allows questions from the child, discusses safety or education 

information and thanks the child for sharing the information. Faller (2007) and Newlin, et al. 

(2015) add that the interviewer then explains what will happen next and assures them that if 

there is any other information that they want to share, they should feel free to ask their 

guardian to contact them (the interviewer).  Forensic interviewing phases form part of the 

structured way of conducting forensic interviews. A discussion about the different structured 

forensic interviews (protocols) will be provided in chapter three when the researcher unpacks 

the existing international and national child forensic practices and methods.   

 

2.6  Considerations regarding child forensic interviews  

There are several things that the interviewer needs to consider when conducting interviews, 

such as timing; documentation; a neutral setting; his or her role: and the types of questions to 

be asked. 

 

2.6.1 Timing  

Newlin, et al. (2015) articulates that the child should be interviewed by a forensic interviewer 

as soon as the initial disclosure takes place.  A delay in conducting the interviews can result 

in the child losing interest, contamination of the information, and the child may learn 

suggestive responses from others.  When a child shows signs of tiredness, of being hungry, or 

of shock or trauma, the interviewer should not proceed with the interview as these signs 

suggest that it will not be a productive interview (APSAC, 2012). 
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2.6.2 Documentation  

According to Faller (2007), note-taking is the most used method of documenting a child‟s 

responses. This is because many forensic interviewers normally conduct their interviews 

away from the office. Using electronic devices as a way of documenting the information is 

recommended as an accurate way of obtaining the information, however, interviewers are 

cautioned that only a skilled and trained person may document interviews using electronic 

devises (Faller, (2007)). 

 

2.6.3 Neutral setting  

According to Newlin, et al. (2015), a neutral setting refers to an interviewing room where a 

forensic interviewer conducts an interview without distraction.   

 

2.6.4 Role of the interviewer  

Teoh and Lamb (2011) conducted a study on the interviewer‟s behaviour during forensic 

interviews with 75 children aged between 5-15 years, and the findings suggest that 

interviewers should encourage accurate, complete and honest information from the children 

(Newlin, et al., (2015)).  Furthermore, the interviewer should behave in a professional manner 

as this will assist them to convey their expectations from the child. Examples of authoritarian 

behaviour are more along the lines of: „tell me what happened‟; „you said he threatened you‟; 

and „tell me more about that‟.  

 

2.6.5 Type of questions  

Newlin, et al. (2015) state that increasing the amount of information obtained from the child 

during the interview is one of the best practices in forensic interviews.  This is supported by 

Cronch, Viljoen and Hansen (2005), who add that the use of open-ended questions, if used 

skilfully and appropriately, maximises the child‟s ability and willingness to describe 

remembered events.  Newlin, et al. (2015) advises interviewers to ask more focused questions 

later in the interview, depending on the child‟s age.  

 

2.7  Advantages of conducting forensic interviews  

According to Mart (2010); Jonkers (2012); and Faller (2014), child sexual abuse is very 

complex and hard to prove. However, if forensic interviews are conducted properly they can: 
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a. Assist the court in making a fair and just decision regarding the allegation of sexual 

abuse; 

b. Assist the child to recollect memories surrounding the sexual abuse; 

c. Allow the child to trust the interviewer; 

d. Allow the interviewer to conduct a truth and lie test utilising age appropriate techniques; 

e. Allows the interviewer to build a rapport with the child; and 

f. It assists the interviewer to prepare for the interview sessions.   

 

2.8  Disadvantages of not conducting forensic interviews properly 

Mart (2010) states that when forensic interviews are conducted inappropriately the results 

can: 

a. Mislead a court from arriving at a fair and correct decision; 

b. Result in a situation where the child returns to the abuser; 

c. Result in the conviction of an innocent person; and 

d. Lead a child to suggest things that did not happen. 

 

2.9  Conclusion 

There are a high number of incidents of sexual abuse committed against children in South 

Africa and the impact of it on a child can be complex. It involves the combination of 

traumatic effects called traumagenic dynamics. When a sexual abuse case is opened, the 

investigation begins by interviewing the child using a child-centred and legally sound 

approach, with the intention to ultimately present the information in court. This is called child 

forensic interviewing. Apart from the physical and psychological effects of sexual abuse, 

children also suffer emotional effects and secondary trauma by being removed from their 

families and by being interviewed inappropriately. It is therefore, important that professionals 

assessing children follow a child sensitive and legally sound way of obtaining information 

from the children, to ensure that the information is not contaminated and that the process is 

also fair towards the alleged offender.  

 

The concern of inappropriately interviewing children has long been an issue, when 

interviewers began being criticised for conducting inappropriate interviews. Many 

professionals subsequently acknowledged that only a trained and skilled individual is able to 

elicit information from a traumatised child, leading to the realisation of the need to develop a 
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new approach to interviewing children and conceptualising these forensic interviews into 

literature.                

 

A child sexual abuse investigation goes beyond a general investigation to obtain information 

that will assist the court to arrive at a decision in the criminal justice process, according to 

Fouchè and Joubert (2009). Significantly, the child‟s developmental stage, the type of 

questions asked, the timing of the interview and the role of the interviewer all become part of 

the forensic interview process. Forensic interviewing as a hypothesis testing process becomes 

a way of finding facts by following a set order of phases during the interview. It should be 

noted that as much as forensic interviewing presents a positive outcome, it can also result in 

negative outcomes for both the alleged victim and the alleged perpetrator, if not utilised 

appropriately.   
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CHAPTER THREE 

WHAT ARE THE EXISTING INTERNATIONAL AND NATIONAL 

PROTOCOLS? 

 

3.1 Introduction  

There are numerous international and national child advocacy centres which aim to improve 

child forensic interviewing. These advocacy centres are: the National Institute for Child 

Health and Human Development (NICHD); CornerHouse (RATAC); the South African 

Professional Society on the Abuse of Children (SAPSAC): the American Professional 

Society on the Abuse of Children (APSAC);the Teddy Bear Clinic; Bobby Bear: and the 

Institute for Child Witness Research and Training, just to mention a few. Some of these 

advocacy centres coordinate multiple interviews; provide child friendly interviewing 

environments and limit redundant interviewing. Some have developed their own protocols for 

conducting forensic interviews, and proper interviewing can be achieved through using an 

evidence-based protocol which will help the interviewer obtain and record any disclosures of 

sexual abuse (Van Deventer, (2012)).  

 

Cronch, Viljoen and Hansen (2005) advise social workers who deal with child sexual abuse 

assessments to use the appropriate protocols when collecting information from children.  

What makes this approach to obtaining information from a child unique is that it is user 

friendly, flexible, improves the quality of the interviews and avoids an interview that might 

lead to false allegations (Cronch, Viljoen and Hansen (2005); Faller, (2007)). It is because of 

these facts that the researcher has decided to familiarise social workers with the existing 

international and national child forensic interviewing protocols and techniques. The 

researcher will in this chapter define the term „protocol‟ and discuss the phases included in 

most protocols. The following types of protocols and stages will be discussed: The National 

Institute for Child Health and Development Protocol, the CornerHouse Forensic Interview 

Protocol (RATAC), the Memorandum of Good Practice and the Seven Phases of Forensic 

Interviewing Protocol. These above protocols have been chosen because they are commonly 

used by social workers practising forensic social work in South Africa. 
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3.2  Definition and classification of forensic interviewing protocols  

Van Deventer (2012) defines a protocol in this instance as a researched and developed 

procedure which is often followed when conducting child forensic interviews. There is no 

law in South Africa which guides one on how to conduct interviews with children.  However, 

the Constitution of South Africa (1996) states in section 28 (1) (d) that it protects children 

against maltreatment, neglect, abuse or degradation. According to Cronch, Viljoen and 

Hansen (2005), forensic interviewing protocols offer a structured approach which utilises a 

specific format. Some follow a scripted interview approach, some follow a semi-structured 

interview approach, or utilise a more flexible interview structure (Diehl, (2011)).  According 

to Faller (2014), a scripted interview approach is based on providing word for word what the 

interviewer should say during the interview. However, this becomes less strict in the 

information gathering phase. Semi-structured forensic interviewing provides the interviewer 

with various tools for gathering information, for example, anatomical drawings. The semi-

structured approach allows the interviewer to incorporate anatomical drawings, depending on 

the child‟s developmental abilities (Faller, (2014)). The flexible interview structure takes into 

account the community and legal requirements which may stipulate the interview structure 

(Faller, (2014)).  The following section includes the phases of the forensic interviewing 

protocol.  

 

3.3  Phases of the forensic interviewing protocol  

3.3.1 Documentation 

This is the first phase of the interview protocol. Here, the interviewer identifies himself or 

herself to the child and records the time and place of the interview. When using an electronic 

device as a means of documentation, it is advisable that the interviewer record the above 

information before the interview begins to avoid confusing the child (Cronch, Viljoen and 

Hansen, (2005); Lamb, et al., (2007); Cyr, (2011); Faller, (2014)).  

 

 3.3.2 Introduction 

During this stage the interviewer is required to introduce him or herself to the child, explain 

what his/her job is and explain the reason for inviting the child (Fouchè and Joubert (2009)). 

If an electronic device is used, the child should be informed about it. Consent should be 

obtained from the guardian before the interview takes place (Cronch, Viljoen and Hansen, 

(2005); Lamb, et al., (2007); Cyr, (2011); Faller, (2014)). 



 

20 
 

3.3.3 Competency assessment phase 

This phase of the interview is conducted with the intention to determine the child‟s ability to 

appreciate telling the truth.  Here the interviewer assesses the child‟s understanding of the 

concept of the truth and a lie, and the interviewer must obtain a promise from the child to tell 

the truth (Cronch, Viljoen and Hansen, (2005); Lamb, et al., (2007); Cyr, (2011); Faller, 

(2014)).  

 

3.3.4 Rapport building phase 

This phase of the interview allows for a positive atmosphere to be created by allowing the 

child to know, trust and adjust to the interview environment. It allows the interviewer to learn 

more about the child in terms of his or her communication abilities and about his or her own 

world. The interviewer will engage the child by asking him or her to share information about 

his or her school, his or her friends and/or draw pictures and play games with the child.  This 

allows the interviewer to dispense with the curiosity of the child and at the same time makes 

the child become more relaxed (Cronch, Viljoen and Hansen, (2005); Lamb, et al., (2007); 

Cyr, (2011); Faller, (2014)).  

 

3.3.5 Developmental assessment 

At this stage the interviewer should assess the communication and cognitive abilities of the 

child, in other words, assess their level of development (Cronch, Viljoen and Hansen, (2005); 

Lamb, et al., (2007); Cyr, (2011); Faller, (2014)).  

 

3.3.6 Assess overall functioning 

Some protocols call for the person who is interviewing the child to assess the child‟s 

behaviour during the interview. This includes the displaying of anger or sadness by the child.  

It also includes assessing the child‟s ability to describe people and places, and give 

information about the alleged incident (Cronch, Viljoen and Hansen, (2005); Lamb, et al., 

(2007); Cyr, (2011); Faller, (2014)).  

 

3.3.7 Explain the rules 

Explaining the rules of the interview assists the child to know what to expect and what is 

expected from him/her (Fouchè and Joubert, 2009). For example, the child must be informed 

that he/she will be asked questions and that it is important that if he or she does not 
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understand, then he or she must say so (Cronch, Viljoen and Hansen, (2005); Lamb, et al., 

(2007); Cyr, (2011); Faller, (2014)).  

 

3.3.8 Practice interview 

This includes encouraging a child to provide a narrative statement about their life 

experiences. For example, the child must be asked to share a recent harmless event (birthday) 

of his/hers and the interviewer must use open-ended questions to allow the victim to provide 

a detailed account of what took place on that particular day (Toth, (2011)). 

 

3.3.9 Introducing the topic 

This phase involves moving from a general conversation to the reason for the interview.  This 

includes asking the child about his or her knowledge about the visit. Introducing the topic 

commonly uses statements such as „now that we know each other, you tell me about the 

reason for your visit‟ or „it is important that I understand the reason for your visit; can you 

tell me anything about that'.  If the child does not know the reason for his or her visit, the 

interviewer may ask the child “I hear that something happened to you, would you please 

share that with me?‟ (Cronch, Viljoen and Hansen, (2005); Lamb, et al., (2007); Cyr, (2011); 

Faller, 2014)).  

 

3.3.10  Obtaining a narrative account from the child 

Details about the alleged incident are obtained from the child. It is important that the 

interviewer explains that he/she was not present when the alleged incident happened and that 

the child will be asked questions to get clarity (Fouchè and Joubert (2009)). The interviewer 

should not interrupt the child when they are narrating what happened. The interviewer should 

wait until the child finishes and then gather more information or get clarity using „what, who, 

when, how and where questions?‟(Cronch, Viljoen and Hansen, (2005); Lamb, et al., (2007); 

Cyr, (2011); Faller, 2014)).  

 

3.3.11 Conclusion 

The closure phase includes summarising the child‟s account using the exact words used by 

the child. The interviewer must find out what the victim‟s relationship with the perpetrator is 

before closing the interview. This will assist the interviewer to assess the susceptibility of the 

child to the risk of further abuse (Fouchè and Joubert (2009)). The child should be informed 



 

22 
 

that if there is anything he/she wants to share or forgot to tell the interviewer, they should feel 

free to tell their guardian so that it can be reported to the interviewer (Fouchè and Joubert 

2009).  Once the interviewer is satisfied about the interview, the interviewer may shift by 

asking the child what he or she (child) will do when reaches home. The interviewer must also 

inform the child what will happen next and thank the child for coming and sharing their 

information (Cronch, Viljoen and Hansen, (2005); Lamb, et al., (2007); Cyr, (2011); Faller, 

(2014)).  

 

3.4 Types of child forensic interviewing protocols 

There are different kinds of interviewing protocols that have been internationally developed 

to assist forensic interviewers when conducting interviews with children and most of these 

protocols have made an impact on child abuse investigations internationally. The researcher 

will now focus on the protocols commonly used by South African forensic interviewers such 

as forensic social workers in the South African Police Service. 

 

3.4.1 The CornerHouse forensic interview protocol: RATAC 

The CornerHouse Forensic Interview Protocol, commonly known as the „RATAC‟ protocol 

is an American developed protocol aimed at training professionals dealing with child abuse 

cases. „RATAC is an acronym for Rapport Building, Anatomy Identification, Touch Inquiry, 

Abused Scenario, and Closure. This kind of protocol follows a semi-structured forensic 

interview process/structure. A semi-structured interview allows the interviewer to make 

choices about the use of components in the structure (Faller, (2014)).  Unlike other protocols 

that will be discussed later, the RATAC protocol when first designed, did not provide 

instructions for the beginning of the interview, but rather included them as the need arose 

(Faller, (2014)). This protocol believes that setting ground rules at the beginning creates a 

negative tone for the child (Faller, (2014)). It also believes that each child is unique and the 

effectiveness of an interview should be designed according to the child‟s particular needs and 

level of development. 

 

Rapport Building is one of the stages of the RATAC protocol which defines three processes 

that should be taken into consideration. As part of rapport building, the interviewer should 

first create a supportive environment in which the child is comfortable. The interviewer 

should adhere to the „Child First Doctrine‟ by acknowledging and respecting each child‟s 
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diversity (Faller, 2014). This means that the interviewer acknowledges and respects each 

child‟s diversity by taking into account the child‟s age, language, gender, abilities, emotional 

state, as well as their family culture (Anderson, et al., (2012)). Secondly, the interviewer 

should determine the child‟s communication skills, as children have their own way of 

communicating with adults. The interviewer must take into account three ways of 

communication, the child‟s unique communication style and communication through 

drawing. The three ways of communication include paying attention to the child‟s language, 

behaviour and emotions (Anderson, et al., (2012)).  It is important for the interviewer to ask 

for clarity if he/she does not understand what the child is saying. Drawings can assist in 

building rapport as it is an engaging activity and it is appropriate for all ages (Anderson, et 

al., 2012; Faller, 2014). However, this can be a challenge for younger children who do not 

have the ability to draw.    

 

Lastly, the interviewer should establish the child‟s competency (Anderson, et al., (2012)).  

The interviewer assesses the child‟s understanding of the difference between telling the truth 

and telling a lie (Cronch, Viljoen and Hansen, (2005)). Assessing the child‟s competency 

assists the interviewer to increase the consistency and trustworthiness of the child‟s 

statement.  The interviewer must encourage the child to tell the truth. This includes 

encouraging the child to tell real things that have happened. It also includes encouraging the 

child not to say things that did not happen, or things that he/she heard from other people 

(Faller (2014)). Some children cannot master time, so it is important that the child says if 

he/she did not see or does not know what time it was when the alleged incident happened. 

This increases the likelihood of the child telling the truth during the process of the interview 

(Anderson, et al., (2012); Faller, (2014)). 

 

Anatomy identification in the RATAC protocol involves male and female anatomical 

drawings. It can be used as a technique to establish the child‟s ability to differentiate between 

genders and naming body parts in terms of the language the child uses. For example, the 

interviewer may say to the child „children have their own different names for body parts, I 

want to know, what names do you call the different parts of the male and female body?‟ 

(Anderson, et al., (2012)). The interviewer is advised to show anatomical drawings that are 

appropriate for that particular child‟s age and ethnicity, but the interviewer should not expose 

children to anatomical drawings of adults. In many instances of allegations of child sexual 

abuse, false statements are made due to the couching of terms. Therefore, it is advisable that 
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the interviewer first establishes whether sexual abuse took place and then determines the 

description of the alleged offender, to avoid exposing children to adult genital parts. This 

assists the interviewer as they are then not suggestive and they obtain the information from 

the child (Anderson, et al., (2012)). 

 

Touch inquiry is a technique developed by Cornerhouse which involves positive and 

negative touch. Positive touch refers to touches such as kissing, hugging and tickling.  

Although these kinds of touch are regarded as positive touch, the disclosure of sexual abuse 

may be revealed by asking about these forms of touch. The interviewer should ask who kissed 

the child and follow this up with how he/she felt about the kiss. If the child‟s response is that 

he/she was unhappy or felt uncomfortable with that particular touch, the interviewer should 

explore the reasons for them not having liked that touch (Anderson, et al., (2012); Faller, 

2014)).   

 

Negative touch includes asking the child about the touch he/she does not like. The 

interviewer asks the child if there are parts of his/her body that no one should touch. If the 

child responds with “yes”, the interviewer then asks “which part of your body should not be 

touched?” Followed by “has someone touched you on those parts of your body?”  If “yes”, 

the next question will be “who touched you on that part of your body?” The interviewer 

should then explore more about that particular touch (Faller, (2014)). 

 

Touch inquiry is similar to Hewitt‟s touch survey as it poses questions like where, how and 

who. Hewitt‟s touch survey includes exploring the different touches that can be experienced 

by a child, the feelings associated with them, the part of their body where they were touched 

and who touched them. The touching includes hugging, kissing, tickling, spanking and 

hitting. However, Hewitt‟s touch survey directly asks specific genital related questions such 

as “do you get touched on your private parts?” (Cronch, Viljoen and Hansen, (2005)).  

Cornerhouse‟s RATAC protocol however, cautions interviewers that by directly asking about 

genital touch may result in suggestibility and increases the possibility of false statements 

from the child (Anderson, et al., (2012); Faller, (2014)).   

 

Abuse scenario involves obtaining the child‟s experience in relation to the alleged abuse. 

The RATAC protocol uses abuse scenario to allow the child to give a clear explanation of 

what happened, depending on the developmental stage of the child. Because children are 
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unique, each child will narrate his/her experience according to his/her age, abilities, 

experience and level of trauma, advises Faller (2014). During the touch inquiry stage, the 

child may have disclosed a negative or confusing touch. If this happens the interviewer 

should continue from there by saying “you said someone touched you that made you feel 

uncomfortable, can you tell me what happened” or “tell me everything about what 

happened”. It is also important at this stage that the interviewer establishes who the alleged 

offender is and how he/she is related to the child. Getting details of the place where the 

incident took place is also important. Depending on the child‟s age, the interviewer may ask 

who else was there. Although this may not be achieved in younger children because of their 

inability to separate their own perspectives from others, it can be achieved in older children 

who are able to narrate the incident logically (Anderson, et al., (2012); Faller, (2014)). Before 

coming to the end of the interview, the interviewer should ask if there is any other person 

who has touched him/her in the places where he/she is not supposed to be touched. This will 

give an opportunity for the child to remember other incidents related or not related to the 

abuse under investigation.    

 

Conclusion is the last stage of the Cornerhouse RATAC protocol. The interviewer must ask 

the child if there is anything that the child wants to say or add. The interviewer must allow 

the child to ask questions and inform the child that if he/she remembers something, he or she 

must feel free to tell the interviewer (Faller, (2014)). The interviewer can inform the child 

that if he/she remembers something while at home, he/she must feel free to tell their guardian 

so that it can be reported. Thanking the child is also recommended as it shows that the 

interviewer appreciates the child‟s visit. The RATAC protocol advises interviewers to end the 

interview with a different story, such as educating the child about personal safety (Faller, 

(2014); Newlin, et al., (2015)). 

 

In 2013, the CornerHouse RATAC protocol was reviewed and a new structure was developed 

which includes building a rapport with the child, seeking information, exploring statements 

and ending the interview respectfully (Faller, (2014)). The original structure of the 

CornerHouse RATAC protocol only included the use of media such as anatomical drawings. 

The Cornerhouse RATAC protocol was designed to elicit information from the child, and the 

use of positive touch alone can facilitate disclosure.   
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3.4.2 The National Institute for Child Health and Human Development 

(NICHD) 

This is an internationally developed forensic interview protocol which follows a scripted 

interviewing structure (Faller, (2014)).  Harris (2010) states that the National Institute for 

Child Health and Human Development (NICHD) protocol was designed to integrate 

advances in scientific understanding about memory, the linguistics of a child and a child‟s 

cognitive development. The NICHD interviewing protocol is systematically evaluated and 

therefore, increases the interviewer‟s knowledge about the suspected abuse Harris (2010). 

The goal of this protocol is to enhance the interviewer‟s competence and to improve the 

child‟s ability to provide accurate information about the alleged offence (Hjelmsater and 

Landstrom, (2013)).  

 

The phases in the NICHD interviewing protocol include the introduction phase, where the 

interviewer and the child introduce him/herself to each other. The interviewer discusses the 

expectations with the child and sets the ground rules (Harris, (2010); Faller, (2014)). During 

the Rapport-building phase the interviewer aims to make the child feel comfortable and 

calm (Faller, (2014)). The Training of Episodic Memory phase allows the  interviewer to 

test the child‟s ability to recall events by asking about the child‟s recent birthday party or 

what happened at church or school the day before (Harris, (2010); Faller, 2014)). 

Transitioning to substantive issues phase includes the asking of open-ended questions to 

get clarity about the knowledge of the visit (Harris, (2010); Faller, (2014)). Investigating the 

incident – here the interviewer investigates the incident using invitation probes, such as “tell 

me everything that happened” or “tell me more” (Faller, (2014)). Taking a break allows the 

interviewer to take a break to formulate questions that will assist him/her to gather more 

information about the alleged abuse (Faller, (2014)).   

 

Eliciting information includes using “who, what, when and where” questions (Harris, 

(2010); Faller, (2014)). External information includes using externally derived information 

by asking focused questions to obtain more information (Faller, (2014)). For example, if the 

child does not understand why he/she is visiting, the interviewer may say to the child “I hear 

that something happened to you, would you please share that with me”. The interviewer 

needs to determine whether the child has reported the abuse to someone and what the 

response of that particular person was (Faller, (2014)). This can assist in collecting 
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corroborative information and finding out whether it is the same as what the child told the 

interviewer (Faller, (2014)).  The closing phase includes asking the child if there is anything 

else the child wants to share with the interviewer or if the child has questions. The 

interviewer should then thank the child for coming to the office and for sharing their 

information (Faller, (2014)). Newlin, et al. (2015) advises interviewers to end the interview 

with a neutral topic such as educating the child about personal safety. 

 

The NICHD protocol was created to enhance the child‟s ability to narrate what happened. 

This protocol has been adopted in many countries such as China, Canada, Georgia, Israel, 

Italy, Portugal, Japan, South Africa and Spain (Joubert and Fouchè, (2009); La Rooy, et al., 

2015)). This protocol advises the interviewer to start the interview with invitation probes such 

as “now that I know you better, can you tell me the reason for your visit?” as this allows the 

child to narrate what happened (Newlin, et al., (2015)). It acknowledges the importance of the 

developmental needs of the child.  Although children under the age of four years are reported 

to have minimal ability to provide information, the NICHD protocol increases the amount of 

information provided by the child by asking open-ended questions (Faller, (2014); La Rooy, 

et al., (2015)).  

 

The NICHD protocol does not support using dolls and drawings to gather information of the 

alleged offence. However, it has recently added a human figure picture in its structure, which 

is seen as adding value to the interview (Faller, (2014)). This can however, be problematic for 

children under the age of four years who are unable to write. The problem with the drawing 

of a picture will be the ability of a child to do a representational shift, which is less likely to 

happen with younger children (Faller, (2014)). Lawyers may also dispute the child‟s 

interpretation of the picture that is the representation of the alleged incident.  The NICHD 

protocol is a structured protocol which can assist professionals to elicit more information 

from children, and it can also be used in other crimes such as those that children have 

witnessed. Intra-familial crimes such as domestic violence and physical abuse can also be 

proved in court using this structured approach.   

 

3.4.3 The Memorandum of Good Practice/Achieving Best Evidence  

The Memorandum of Good Practice, currently known as Achieving Best Evidence was 

developed and published in 1992 for police officials in England and Wales, according to 
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Faller (2014). It follows a flexible interview structure which serves as guidance on how to 

conduct interviews using video recording (Msimango, (2015)), and it was developed to guide 

law enforcement officials who conduct forensic interviews with children.   

 

The Memorandum of Good Practice includes four phases, which are: the rapport building 

phase- The interviewer must consider whether the place and time is conducive for the 

development of the child (Fouchè and Joubert, (2009)). Both the interviewer as well as the 

child get to know each other by introducing themselves to each other. The interviewer then 

explains his/her duties to the child. This phase includes making the child calm by creating a 

supportive environment for them. After rapport building, the interviewer should set rules for 

the interview, and the importance of telling the truth is emphasised in this phase (Faller 

(2014); Msimango, (2015)).  

 

When shifting to the free narrative phase, the interviewer asks the child the reason for 

his/her visit and also reminds the child that the interviewer was not there when the alleged 

incident happened, adding that it is important that he or she tells the interviewer everything 

that he or she remembers. The interviewer should allow free narrative responses and should 

not interrupt the child. The interviewer can later ask the child if there is anything else that 

he/she remembers (Faller, (2014)).   

 

The information gathering phase includes the use of open-ended questions. This phase 

further includes asking the child how he/she knows the perpetrator, and getting clarity about 

the information provided by the child (Faller, (2014)). Closure includes the interviewer‟s 

summary of what the child has said, using the exact words of the child, and asking the child 

to verify and correct the content of the interview. The interviewer then shifts the topic to a 

neutral topic before ending the interview and thanks the child for sharing information with 

him/her (Fouchè and Joubert, (2009); Faller, (2014)). 

 

The Memorandum of Good Practice is a specific and flexible structure; however, it needs 

extensive training or skills. This protocol advises that those who use electronic devices must 

be trained on how to use them because the court may scrutinise the video recording if the 

video recorder was not used professionally. This protocol should therefore, only be used by 

people who are well trained and who are attentively cautious about the legal requirements 

when it comes to the admissibility of video recordings in court. According to Msimango 
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(2015), this protocol requires exceptional skills.  The police in South Africa are continuously 

trained on how to handle criminal cases, and the same applies to social workers who conduct 

forensic interviews with victims of different crimes, especially sexual abuse. There is 

however, a lack of procedure on how to collect, store and present electronic recordings in 

South Africa, which is a serious problem (Msimango, (2015)).     

 

3.4.4 The Seven Phases of Forensic Interview Protocol 

Before the establishment of the Seven Phases of Forensic Interviewing protocol, South Africa 

lacked evidence-based protocols for conducting forensic interviews. Fouchè and Joubert 

(2009) developed the Seven-Phase Forensic Interview Protocol after conducting intense 

research on forensic interviews, and unfortunately, no further research can be found on the 

effectiveness of this protocol.  This protocol incorporates multiple international protocols and 

through that, the Seven-Phases of Forensic Interviewing Protocol has been developed for the 

South African context (Fouchè and Joubert, (2009)). This protocol includes: 

 

Rapport building and facilitation of initial verbal disclosure- According to Fouchè and 

Joubert (2009), this phase includes making the child feel comfortable while the interviewer 

completes a semi-structured questionnaire to determine the developmental abilities relating to  

the communication skills of the child, their suggestibility and the process as a whole. The 

interviewer utilises play-related communication techniques to calm the child. This protocol 

suggests that the interviewer utilise techniques that will facilitate initial disclosure such as the 

„my house and community plan‟ technique. This technique focuses on the child‟s daily life in 

and around the home. It helps the interviewer identify places where the child feels secure and 

also where the child feels threatened (Spies, (2006)). 

 

Setting Ground Rules- this phase includes setting ground rules and making the child aware 

of the importance of the topic to be discussed. Fouchè and Joubert (2009) state that the 

interviewer must establish the importance of telling the truth.  Furthermore, the child should 

been encouraged to disclose if he or she does not understand anything that is said during the 

interview. The interviewer should encourage the child to rectify the situation if any of the 

information that is recorded is incorrect. 
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Truth-and-lie and moral check - Fouchè and Joubert (2009) state that the interviewer must 

test the child‟s capability of telling the truth and test the moral understanding of the child.  

This includes narrating a story with a moral background to the child, which will test the 

moral understanding of the child by asking what kind of moral consequence the story entails 

(good or bad).  

 

Free narrative-according to Fouchè and Joubert (2009), free narrative is the stage where the 

interviewer must refer back to the child‟s initial disclosure by encouraging the child to tell the 

interviewer more about what he or she has said. The interviewer may utilise open-ended 

questions, for example, “you said Uncle Tom did naughty things to you, would you please 

tell me more about that”.  Fouchè and Joubert (2009) add that at this stage the application of 

SOLER is recommended. The application of SOLER means the interviewer should Sit 

attentively with an Open posture, Leaning forward while keeping Eye contact and becoming 

Relaxed (Stonehouse, (2014)). SOLER assists the interviewer to gain focus and as a result, 

the child will be more willing to share information with the interviewer.   

 

Questioning Phase-Fouchè and Joubert (2009) advise that during this phase the interviewer 

should use structured questions.  For example, the interviewer may first identify themes from 

the free narrative phase. The interviewer should ask the child to tell him/her more about the 

things that have been mentioned which the interviewer did not understand. This should be 

followed by an open-ended question, e.g. “who, what, when and how”.  The interviewer may 

also use specific non-leading and focussed questions when the open-ended questions fail to 

elicit information from the child. The interviewer should avoid leading questions as they 

suggest the answer (Fouchè and Joubert, (2009), and the interviewer is also be advised that 

questions should be repeated with caution as the child may think that his or her response is 

not correct (Fouchè and Joubert, (2009)).   

 

Investigate multiple hypotheses-here the interviewer should bear in mind that the 

perpetrator could be someone else or could have been couched, or the child could have 

gained knowledge of sexual abuse through other ways such as being exposed to pornography. 

It is therefore, important that the interviewer unpack other possible explanations behind the 

allegation of that particular reported abuse (Fouchè and Joubert, (2009)).  
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Closure- Fouchè and Joubert (2009) advise the interviewer to conduct the truth-and-lie check 

after the interview by asking the child if there is anything in the information provided that he 

or she is unsure of or is not the truth. The interviewer should at this stage explain what the 

next step will be, by explaining the legal process to the child and inform the child that if he or 

remembers anything else, it can be reported to their guardian. If it was reported that the child 

could be in danger, the interviewer should find a safe place for the child and/or refer the child 

for counselling. After the child has left the office, the interviewer is advised to do a self-

evaluation based on that particular interview (Fouchè and Joubert, (2009)). 

 

One of the strongest values of this South African approach is that the interviewer is 

encouraged to ask the child about his or her emotional and physical feelings regarding the 

sexual abuse. This assists the court during the trial as a victim impact statement or victim 

impact report. Informing the child what will happen next, (e.g. informing the child that he or 

she might be called to court to share the information he or she has just told you) assists in 

preparing the child for court.   

 

The article by the North Carolina Division of Social Service (2015) states that when protocol 

is followed, the arrest of perpetrators and prosecution can increase. Protocols provide 

strategies for interviewers to prepare children to be information providers, and forensic 

interviewers are also encouraged to utilise protocols because they provide guidance during 

the interviews (Van Deventer, (2012)).  Faller (2007) and La Rooy, et al. (2015) state that by 

following protocols, difficult aspects of the interview such as a disclosure from a child can be 

easily dealt with. Most protocols encourage the use of rapport building and open-ended 

questions, and this enhances the child‟s participation. La Rooy, et al. (2015) also mentions 

that by using protocols, the interviewer‟s anxiety of not knowing how to proceed with that 

particular interview is reduced.   

 

3.5 Forensic interviewing techniques  

3.5.1 Allegation blind interview 

Cronch, Viljoen and Hansen(2005) advise that having knowledge about the allegation before 

conducting the interview increases the interviewer‟s biasness and can lead to suggestive and 

leading questions. It encourages the interviewer to obtain the disclosure directly from the 

child as the interview progresses. Allegation blind interviews increase the objectivity of the 
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interviewer and as a result, the interviewer becomes non-judgemental to the child (Cronch, 

Viljoen and Hansen, (2005)). 

 

3.5.2 Open-ended question 

This type of question produces more detailed and accurate responses from the child.  Cronch, 

Viljoen and Hansen (2005) suggest that if the interviewer does not understand what the child 

has said, he or she may use phrases like “you mentioned that Uncle Paul did naughty things 

to you”; “please tell me more about that” and “then what happened?”. Faller (2014) states 

that interview structures provide a guide for appropriate questions and most agree that open-

ended questions elicit more narrative accounts than close-ended questions. La Rooy, et al. 

(2015) support Faller (2014) in stating that interviewers who use open-ended questions are at 

an advantage to obtain more information, irrespective of the age of the child, because open-

ended questions do not require a memory search, but rather allow the child to retrieve their 

memory of the incident. La Rooy, et al (2012) add that by using close-ended questions such 

as those which require „no‟ or „yes‟ answers, children might  make passive mistakes or tend 

to approve what the interviewer is saying.   

 

3.5.3 Touch survey 

This type of interviewing technique was developed by Hewett (1998), based on the idea that 

touch can range from good touch, to neutral touch and to bad touch. It is more recommended 

for children over the age of three years. Touch survey includes discussing with the child the 

touch he or she has experienced, for example, hugging and kissing, hitting and sexual 

touching.  

 

3.6 Best practices in child forensic interviewing  

3.6.1 Interview setting 

According to Johns (2012), best practices refer to the environment in which the child will be 

interviewed and plays a greater role when it comes to disclosure. The interviewer should 

prepare the interview in an environment which is private, quiet and free from interruption, 

and which promotes the safety of the child. 
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3.6.2 Eliciting information 

Forensic interviews form part of the evidence presented to court, which is used to determine 

if sexual abuse took place. Luther, et al. (2015) and Saywitz, Lyon and Goodman (2017) 

identify free narrative interviewing practices as maximising the quality and quantity of 

information provided by the child. Free narrative interview practices allow children to narrate 

what happened without being interrupted by the interviewer, and utilising open-ended 

questions can increase the amount of information obtained (Faller, (2014)).  The interviewer 

is advised to use open-ended questions and should avoid applying pressure, coercion and 

using leading questions which can be suggestive to a child (Johns, (2012)). 

 

3.6.3 Avoiding the use of difficult concepts and language barrier 

Saywitz, et al. (2015) defines difficult concepts as words that are difficult for a child to 

understand. The use of concepts which demand extensive cognitive abilities should be 

avoided, and this also includes asking young children abstract questions, such as “why” 

questions (Saywitz, et al., (2015)). Understanding the level of development of a child will 

guide the interviewer as to the questions to be asked. For example, children between the ages 

of two to seven years still experience difficulties in answering abstract questions (Muller and 

Hollely, (2009)). This also applies to language; the child should be allowed to use his/her 

own language. The interviewer should always, prior to the interview, have insight of the 

language of the child. This will allow the interviewer to request a qualified interpreter if 

needed.  Information provided by the child should always be recorded and should be read 

back to the child in the same language to ensure that the information recorded is accurate, 

adds Johns (2012). 

 

3.6.4 Cultural competence 

Fontes and Plumber (2010) define cultural competence as the ability of the interviewer to 

understand diverse people and be able to adapt accordingly. The child‟s family, socio- 

economic environment and culture can influence the child‟s development, linguistic style and 

perception of experiences, according to Newlin, et al. (2015). The field of forensic 

interviewing acknowledges different studies about the input of culture and race on the 

experiences of sexual abuse (Fontes and Plumber, (2010)). The interviewer‟s lack of 

knowledge about the cultural background of the child can impede communication between 

the interviewer and the child (Faller, (2007)).  Interviewers are advised not to force people to 
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talk about the things they are not comfortable talking about due to their cultural influences, 

but rather to facilitate disclosure by respecting, becoming non-judgmental and being as 

engaging as possible (Fontes and Plumber, (2010)).   

 

3.6.5 Maintain a relaxed and friendly atmosphere  

The interviewer is advised not to express surprise, disgust, disbelief or any other emotional 

reaction regarding the abuse because the child may feel afraid to talk and therefore, withdraw 

from the interview states Diehl (2011). The interviewer should avoid touching the child and 

should respect the child‟s personal space. The interviewer should also never suggest feelings 

or responses such as “I know this might be difficult for you”, and should never make 

promises to the child, for example, “tell me what happened so that I can make sure that the 

perpetrator goes to jail” (Diehl, (2011)). 

 

3.6.6 Close the interview with any other general topic 

It is important that the interviewer thank the child for sharing his or her experience (Fouchè 

and Joubert 2009), and closing the interview with a general topic includes educating the child 

about their personal safety (Diehl, (2011)). 

 

3.6.7 Single interviews vs. multiple interviews  

When there is an allegation of child abuse, prosecutors depend on statements provided by the 

first person (police or social workers) a child has disclosed to. Because social workers 

become the first people who facilitate disclosure, a broader insight into child forensic 

interviewing is expected. According to Sorenson and Snow (1991), in most cases children 

give vague or partial disclosures about sexual abuse events during the first interview. Single 

interviews can be successful in cases relating to older children and those who are willing to 

disclose (Williams, et al., (2013)). The question is how one becomes certain that what has 

been gathered in a single interview is not a partial disclosure (Sorenson and Snow, (1991)). 

  

It is argued that single interviews do not address all issues in sexual abuse cases (Williams, et 

al. 2013). On the other hand, it can be argued that multiple interviews can traumatise the 

victim. It is true that victims become traumatised by the duplication of interviews by different 

interviewers (Faller, (2007)). Social workers need to understand the distinction between 

duplication of interviews and multiple interviews. Duplication of interviews is where the 
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victim is interviewed by different interviewers with the same intention (Williams, et al., 

(2013)). Multiple interviews include sessions scheduled in order to address all issues 

surrounding sexual abuse (Faller, 2007; Williams, et al., (2013)).   

  

Sometimes children are sexually abused repeatedly and it is unlikely for them to provide 

different incidents in one statement and in one day. In this case, the interviewer may need 

more sessions to be able to clarify each incident (Cronch, Viljoen and Hansen, (2005)).   

Numerous studies have been conducted which prove that conducting multiple interviews 

results in obtaining reliable information from the victim. Studies conducted in 2001 and in 

2011 prove that multiple interviews facilitate better disclosure (Cronch, Viljoen and Hansen, 

(2005); Williams, et al., (2013)). A study was conducted in 2001 using 147 children between 

the ages of two and sixteen for a period of two years. Eight sessions were conducted with the 

children and the findings indicated that children began to make disclosures from the fourth 

session onwards. However, 95% of full credible disclosure in these cases was obtained from 

the sixth session onwards (Cronch, Viljoen and Hansen, (2005)).   

 

Williams, et al. (2013) states that another study was conducted using 137 children in 2011.  

The focus was on four to eight sessions of interviews.  The outcome of this study showed that 

eight session interviews had a higher credibility of disclosure than four session interviews.  

This study revealed that 95% of disclosure took place before the seventh interview.  Both of 

these studies therefore, suggest that children give full credible disclosure during the sixth 

session. Social workers are cautioned that multiple interviewing, coupled with leading and 

suggestive questions can result in suggestibility and false information. It is therefore, advised 

that conducting an evidence-based child forensic interview can guide social workers to avoid 

suggestive interviews (Saywitz, et al., (2015); Saywitz, Lyon and Goodman, (2017)).     

 

3.7 Conclusion 

South Africa promotes the best interests of the child in cases of abuse. It is evident that 

children suffer direct trauma at the hands of the perpetrator and indirectly, at the hands of the 

professional. Advocacy centres such as the South African Professional Society on the Abuse 

of Children (SAPSAC) were developed in South Africa with the intention to promote the 

protection of children (Van Deventer, (2012)). Chapter one states that when sexual abuse 

allegations are reported, a trained neutral person is expected to utilise a researched structured 
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interviewing procedure (protocol), as well as an informed interviewing technique (Newlin, et 

al., (2015)). Protocols such as the NICHD, the Memorandum of Good Practice, the Seven 

Phases of Forensic Interviewing Protocol and the Cornerhouse RATAC Protocol have been 

discussed, and most of these protocols have commonalities on how the interviewers should 

proceed during the interview.   

 

The manner in which the interviewer portrays him or herself during the interview also plays a 

great role. It is important that the interviewer ensures that the interview setting will be 

conducive for the interview to take place. Proper opening of the interview and building of 

rapport, facilitates a positive outcome in terms of disclosure. It is also important that the 

interviewer end the interview session positively with the shifting from the topic to a neutral 

topic. Following a structured procedure not only benefits the child, it also assists the 

interviewer to prepare for the interview and ask questions appropriate to the development of 

the child.  There are various dynamics of disclosure that one needs to be aware of (Sorenson 

and Snow, (1991). Disclosure is a process and sometimes children do not share all the 

information about sexual abuse. There are certain aspects that professionals such as social 

workers need to know about the field of forensic interviewing.  Apart from the issues of 

disclosure that Sorenson and Snow (1991) mention, forensic interviewers should learn best 

practices on how to facilitate disclosure from children. One of the things that one needs to 

take into account is considering engaging the child in multiple interviews (Williams, et al., 

(2013)). This further assists the interviewer to address other issues that might have been 

misunderstood during the first or previous interview.  Following a structured protocol on how 

to conduct interviews also helps the interviewer to deal with the difficult aspects of the 

interview (La Rooy, et al., (2015)). La Rooy, et al. (2015) further advise the forensic 

interviewer to use open-ended questions because they elicit more information from the child.  

Forensic interviewers should use simple concepts with children and avoid using difficult 

concepts which might not be understood by the child (Saywitz, et al., (2015)). Understanding 

different cultures guides the interviewer as to how different each interview is, as well as 

understanding those who are being interviewed, and Fontes and Plumber (2010) caution 

forensic interviewers that culture can be a barrier during the interview. Finally, forensic 

interviewers need to bear in mind that when conducting forensic interviews, the information 

obtained will be used in the criminal justice system. 

 

 



 

37 
 

 

 

CHAPTER FOUR 

LESSONS FROM OTHER COUNTRIESON CHILD FORENSIC 

INTERVIEWING PROTOCOLS AND TECHNIQUES 

 

4.1  Introduction 

Courts rely on the information obtained by other professionals in order to make their findings 

(Msimango, 2015).Therefore, it is important that those who interview children who have 

been exposed to any kind of abuse obtain clear and detailed information, as it will be used in 

the broader criminal justice system (Newlin, et al., (2015)). Generally, social workers are the 

first people to interview victims of sexual abuse, thus, an inclusive understanding of forensic 

interviewing is expected of them in order to conduct quality interviews.   

 

This chapter aims to establish the lessons social workers in South Africa can learn in order to 

achieve best practices and methods in forensic interviews. As a result of the critique on how 

interviews were conducted and intensive research conducted on the effectiveness of 

interviewing protocols, many countries have adopted the use of protocols when interviewing 

children. To answer the proposed question on what social workers in South Africa can learn 

from countries such as England and the USA, the researcher focused on the impact of the 

NICHD protocol as it is the most researched, tested, adopted and utilised protocol. This 

protocol has been adopted by 27 countries internationally, including Israel, Canada, Japan, 

Portugal, England, the USA, Finland and Norway, just to mention a few (Hershkowitz, et al., 

(2012); Brown and Lamb, (2015); La Rooy, et al., (2015)). Below are studies from different 

countries which prove the positive impact of protocols on child forensic interviews. 

 

4.2  International research on the effectiveness of the protocols  

According to Harris (2010), when forensic interviewing protocols are followed, children 

provide more information on their abuse. The study conducted in the Salt Lake County 

Children‟s Justice Centre in Utah tested and proved the effectiveness of using a protocol. The 

aim of this study was to examine the outcome of cases before and after eleven police 

detectives were trained on the NICHD investigating and interviewing protocol. This study 

was conducted by researchers from City University in New York and Cambridge University 
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in England (Harris, (2010)). In this study an examination of 1280 sexual abuse cases was 

conducted. Eleven detectives from Utah were selected as participants to conduct 551 

interviews with children before receiving training on the use of the NICHD protocol.  

Another 729 interviews were then conducted using the same detectives, after they had 

received training on the NICHD protocol (Harris, (2010)).  Prosecutors and judges were also 

included in the training. The study results revealed that in those cases conducted after 

training, the number of charges laid against the perpetrators of child sexual abuse increased 

from 45% to 54%. Harris (2010) states that despite the small number of cases that went to 

trial (30 out of 513 cases had charges laid), 94% were prosecuted after implementation of the 

NICHD protocol, compared to 54% of the cases before the implementation of the protocol.  

This showed that when the protocol was followed there was an increased likelihood for the 

cases to proceed for prosecution.   

 

Another study conducted in 2013 in the USA involved interviewers who had attended 

training on the different protocols. The study also evaluated the number of advocacy centres 

who attended training on the different protocols (Faller, (2014)). This study consolidated the 

statistics on the different training conducted using the different protocols. According to Faller 

(2014), the results from the study showed that out of 916 child advocacy centres in the USA, 

320 participated. The study showed that 32% of the interviewers had attended training on the 

Cornerhouse Forensic Interviewing Protocol; 32% had attended training on the RATAC 

protocol; 14% had attended training on protocols facilitated by the American Professional 

Society on the Abuse of Children; 10% had attended training on the NICHD protocol and 

35% had attended state-based training on the protocols. The statistics on the attendance of 

training by the different child advocacy centres showed that despite the past criticism of the 

way in which interviewers conducted interviews, countries such as the USA were committed 

and believed that protocols could improve the standard of the interviewing of children (Faller, 

(2014)). Despite training most interviewers in the United States, Faller (2014) reveals that 

some of the interviewers still faced difficulties in using the protocol and therefore suggested 

the following; a) training be provided to the interviewers in an understandable “quick 

guides”; b) on going weekly supervision to monitor the use of the protocols; and c) 

conducting peer reviews.  According to Faller (2014) this will enable the interviewer to make 

use of the protocol appropriately.  South Africa can learn from the above mentioned statistics 

that improving knowledge and skills in child forensic interviewing will improve and increase 

the prosecution of perpetrators who sexually abuse children. Another lesson that can be 
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learned is that training alone is not enough; there should be continuous supervision to monitor 

whether interviewers are utilising protocols correctly and also that peer evaluation is 

important as interviewers can critically evaluate each other.  

 

A Canadian study was conducted in 2008 using trained and untrained interviewers when 

conducting interviews with children with low and average verbal abilities (Luther, et al., 

(2015)).  The study examined 17 interviews using 12 police officers and included social 

workers as participants. Luther, et al. (2015) stated that the results showed that 6% of the 

interviewers who had not received training issued fewer invitations than those who had been 

trained (19%). Invitations are open-ended questions which ask for elaboration. For example, 

“tell me everything that you remember” (Brown, et al., (2017)). Six percent of untrained 

interviewers used suggestive questions and 3% of trained interviewers used suggestive 

questions. This study proved that when interviewers were trained on how to use a protocol, 

chances were higher that they would follow the techniques and be able to gain more 

information on the suspected incident.   

 

Cyr (2011) and La Rooy et al. (2015) states that research conducted in Quebec determined 

the extent to which the French had adapted to the use of a protocol (NICHD).  This study was 

conducted to assist police officers to increase the use of open-ended questions when 

conducting interviews. In this study, eight police officials participated in the study on training 

on the use of protocols. According to La Rooy, et al. (2015), to test the effectiveness of the 

protocol, 45 pre-training interviews on the protocol were conducted.  Another 45 respondents 

who had received training on the use of the NICHD protocol conducted the interviews. The 

results showed that those who had not received training on any protocol tripled the number of 

leading questions from 7% to 33%. However, after training specifically on the NICHD 

protocol, the amount of leading questions was reduced by 32.8%. This study thus, showed 

that following a protocol as a guide when conducting interviews was indeed effective.  

 

Another study was conducted in Britain using 100 British children between the ages of 4-13 

years of age (Hershwitz, et al., (2012)). In this study, the children were interviewed by the 

police. The aim of this study was to establish whether the use of an interviewing protocol 

improved the forensic interviews conducted on British children. This was done through 

utilising open-ended questions and focus questions and by doing so; children seem to provide 

more information rather than when using close-ended questions (Hershwitz, et al., (2012)).   
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4.3  Impact of using a protocol: Lessons for South African social workers   

According to Cyr (2011), protocols integrate knowledge about memory functions.  

Furthermore, protocols could be used not only with children who were sexually abused, but 

also with those who were physically abused, those who had witnessed a crime, and those in 

families affected by domestic violence who were reluctant to disclose this abuse. Harris 

(2010) states that techniques developed under the auspices of the NICHD constituted the only 

protocol for forensic interviewing which was tested systematically. Based on the above 

studies, South Africa could draw many lessons from other countries that had developed, 

tested, implemented and evaluated different protocols in the field of child forensic 

interviewing. The following, it is submitted, are lessons that South African social workers 

could adopt from other countries: 

 

4.3.1 Lesson one  

United States‟ police officers and social workers who had been trained and were using 

protocols in their interviewing practice had noted a drastic increase in the number of suspects 

charged and found guilty of child abuse (Brown et al. (2017)). In South Africa, the police 

interview children with the intention to obtain statements from them. Social workers who 

practice forensic social work interview children as well, especially when conducting their 

assessments. Sometimes the police officers refer children to social workers when they 

encounter difficulties in obtaining statements from them. To this end, social workers who 

practice forensic social work within the South African Police Service are mandated to assist 

investigating officers when they encounter problems in obtaining statements from children 

(Jonkers, (2012); SAPS Forensic Social Work Service Standing Operating Procedure, 

(2016)). 

 

4.3.2 Lesson two  

In the United States, when a specific protocol was followed, it automatically promoted the 

use of open-ended questions, and by doing so, children who were interviewed were likely to 

provide proportionally more quality information (Brown, et al., (2017); La Rooy, et al., 

(2015)). Researchers in the United Kingdom believe that when the interviewer follows a 

structured protocol, all children are given an equal opportunity to disclose or not to disclose 

information.   
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4.3.3 Lesson three  

Researchers such as Harris (2010); Faller (2014); and La Rooy, et al., (2015) are of the view 

that interview protocols served to guide interviewers. Because the interviewer would be 

following specific steps, there would be no biasness from the interviewer and they would 

always know how to proceed with the interview (Faller, (2007); La Rooy, et al., (2015)). 

 

4.3.4 Lesson four  

The United States study on the training of forensic interviewers on the use of protocols 

revealed that practicing how to use the protocol before using it in real cases, decreased 

anxiety and increased confidence in interviewing children (La Rooy, et al., (2015)). 

Interviewers were given a chance to practice a mock interview during training using a 

protocol, and they received feedback from other colleagues based on their interview (La 

Rooy, et al., (2015)). This practice would therefore, assist the interviewer to correct any 

mistakes before conducting real case interviews.  This can also be seen as a way of 

conducting peer review and as well as evaluate and providing supervision to interviewers 

(Faller, (2014)).   

 

4.4  Conclusion  

The United States and the United Kingdom are well developed countries with adequate 

resources. These two countries have adopted the use of protocols in their forensic 

interviewing practice, and many studies have been done to evaluate the effectiveness of these 

protocols in these countries. Based on the international research on the importance of 

following a protocol when conducting interviews, it was clear that most countries had noted 

their importance and impact. By using a protocol, interviewers would not only be able to 

follow a structured procedure; they would also be able to use it as a guide. For example, most 

protocols would assist interviewers with what technique best helped to elicit information 

from a child. Despite extensive research on how to conduct interviews using a protocol, 

Faller (2014) still foresaw challenges that interviewers would face, even after being trained. 

According to Faller (2014), despite intensive training on how to use a protocol, professionals 

would still find it difficult to follow structured interviews. Therefore, it was important that 

peer review and supervision was conducted. Faller (2014) also proposed that when training 

was facilitated for the interviewers, a summary of the protocol should be provided. Faller 



 

42 
 

(2014) further proposed continuous peer review on the use of protocols to monitor or 

supervise whether interviewers still adhered to the stipulations of the protocol.    
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CHAPTER FIVE 

CONCLUSION 

 

5.1  Summary of the chapters 

The aim of the study was to familiarise social workers with the international and national 

forensic interviewing protocols that could be regarded as best practices, as well as to adopt 

lessons that could be learnt  by social workers in South Africa. 

 

The first objective of the research study was achieved in chapter two through unpacking of 

how forensic interviewing was conceptualised in literature. Research on sexual abuse and its 

impact laid the background for a broader understanding of why it was important to apply 

scientific principles and methods when investigating child sexual abuse. The research has 

collected information that led to the conceptualisation of forensic interviews. Through the 

research, different kinds of interviews such as clinical, therapeutic and forensic interviews 

have been clarified. The researcher also elaborated on why forensic interviews were 

conducted. The phases and what to consider during forensic interviews were also discussed in 

chapter two. The advantages and disadvantages highlighted why it was important to conduct 

forensic interviews properly.      

 

Chapter three of the research study was based on forensic interviewing protocols and 

techniques. To achieve this objective the researcher noted that protocols were classified 

according to their structures. There were those protocols which were scripted in structure, 

semi-structured and those with flexible structures. Phases that could have been included were 

also discussed in this chapter. Different protocols were unpacked and the researcher noted 

various commonalities in their structures. All protocols started with an introduction and 

ended with thanking the child for sharing the information regarding their alleged abuse.  

Protocols such as the National Institute for Child Health and Human Development (NICHD), 

the Cornerhouse Forensic Interviewing Protocol (RATAC), the Memorandum of Good 

Practice and the Seven-Phases of Interviewing Protocol were discussed. Forensic 

interviewing techniques such as allegation blind interviews, open-ended questions and touch 

surveys were discussed in chapter three. Best practices in relation to conducting interviews in 

an environment which was conducive was recommended. The use of open-ended questions as 

a tool for eliciting information was seen as a best practice to increase the quality and amount 
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of information received during the interviews. The impact of culture on the interviews was 

also explained, and interviewers were encouraged to use a relaxed and friendly atmosphere. 

Asking multiple interviews was recommended as the best practice which can address all 

issues surrounding the sexual abuse as it allows the interviewer to schedule numerous 

sessions.   

 

Chapter four dealt with what lessons could be learnt by South African social workers to 

improve their interviewing of children, and based on the information obtained, South Africa 

had a lot to learn. The important aspects of using protocols was that they were believed to 

enhance disclosures from victims. The United States and the United Kingdom have tested and 

proved that using an interview protocol increased the number of charges laid and a successful 

prosecution rate. Because it served as a guide, it automatically promoted the use of open-

ended questions and resulted in interviewers being unbiased during the interviews. What was 

also learnt about protocols was that they decreased anxiety and increased the confidence of 

the interviewers. 

 

Chapter five recommends below the use of South Africa‟s developed protocol and states that 

a study should also be conducted to test the effectiveness of the Seven-Phases of Forensic 

Interviewing Protocol. The researcher recommends the establishment of an interview setting 

that promotes the privacy of the victims of sexual abuse, and training programmes for first 

responders in sexual abuse cases is also recommended.  Research and training on how to deal 

with people who have developmental challenges is recommended by the researcher, and 

Chapter five also recommends the debriefing of those who work with cases of children who 

experience sexual abuse on a daily basis.   

 

5.2  Recommendations 

5.2.1 Conducting research on the effectiveness of the seven-phases of 

forensic interviewing protocol 

Fouchè and Joubert (2009) developed the South African based protocol called the Seven- 

Phases of Interviewing Protocol. Further research on this protocol is recommended, and the 

researcher strongly argues that this protocol needs to be tested to determine its effectiveness. 

It is also recommended that the research not only be based on children with normal abilities, 

but that it be extended to include those with developmental challenges as well. 
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5.2.2 Using South African developed protocols 

The researcher recommends that governmental and non-governmental organisations (the 

Department of Social Development and Child Welfare of South Africa, Bobby Bear and the 

SAPS) which employ social workers who conduct forensic interviews should promote the 

work that has been developed in South Africa by conducting training on the Seven-Phases of 

Forensic Interviewing Protocol and also conduct more research in the field of child forensic 

interviewing that will help to develop more interviewing protocols.  

 

5.2.3 Establishing conducive interview environments 

One of the best practices noted by Johns (2012) was the interview setting. The manner in 

which victims are questioned has become the centre of debate in South Africa, as structures 

such as police stations lack privacy and there is no confidentiality for the victim of abuse. 

Offices that will provide privacy for the victim need to be established. Also, the manner in 

which people who visit police stations to report sexual abuse cases are dealt with, needs to be 

channelled professionally. 

 

5.2.4 Developing more training programmes on forensic interviewing  

There is a need for the development of forensic interviewing training programmes. The 

researcher recommends that all first responders to the allegations of sexual abuse should be 

trained in this regard. If first responders are educated on how to interview victims properly, 

the victims will not find themselves being questioned repeatedly about the alleged offence. 

All stakeholders who interact with people who are sexually abused should also receive 

training on the protocols.  

 

5.2.5 Research on how to deal with children who are physically challenged 

Dealing with people who have developmental challenges is still a challenge in South Africa, 

and studies need to be conducted to equip people on how to deal with sexually abused 

children who have developmental challenges (Zantsi, (2014)). Through awareness 

programmes, parents also need to be educated to enrol their children in an institution where 

skills such as sign language and life skills can be learned by the child. The researcher has 

noted that sometimes, even though a professional interpreter may be available to interpret, 

there is still a problem as the child can only communicate with his or her parent.  Life skills 
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can help educate physically challenged about the dangers of life and what to do if one 

encounter life threatening problem.  

 

5.2.6 Dealing with vicarious trauma  

Cases which involve the abuse of children are emotionally exhausting, and social workers, 

police and prosecutors can suffer vicarious trauma or burnout due to their high caseloads. 

Employers therefore, need to prioritise the health and wellness of these employees, and 

debriefing of these employees needs to done at least once in three months. 

 

5.3  Conclusion 

Forensic interviewing plays a crucial role in investigating child abuse cases and determines 

how the rest of the investigative processes should proceed (La Rooy, et al., (2015)). The aim 

of this research was to familiarise social workers with the international and national forensic 

interviewing protocols. In addition, the researcher aimed to explore the best practices and 

methods of child forensic interviewing. Furthermore, the study looked at lessons from other 

countries.   

 

Research has revealed a high occurrence of sexual abuse against children in South Africa and 

internationally. Researchers such as Sorenson and Snow (1991); Fouché and Joubert (2009); 

La Rooy, et al. (2015); and Newlin, et al. (2015) have recognised the dynamics of sexual 

abuse. Although there has been significant effort in South Africa emphasising the training of 

professionals on the protection of children, emphasis should also be placed on conducting 

evidence-based interviews.   

 

Secondly, the researcher wanted to familiarise social workers in South Africa with the 

international and national protocols that existed in the field of forensic practice. While this 

research provided clarity on the difference between clinical and forensic interviews, it was 

clear that the reason behind the development of forensic interviews was to move away from a 

general investigation to an approach which recognises children‟s needs and also took into 

account the rights of the accused person. A great deal of focus and attention in this research 

was on how to correct the manner in which children were being interviewed by untrained 

officials. This research clearly educated forensic interviewers (social workers) that following 
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a protocol when conducting interviews and using the appropriate techniques increased the 

chances of getting more reliable information from children during forensic interviews.  

 

Lastly, the researcher wanted to find out what social workers could learn from other countries 

to improve the standard of child forensic interviewing in South Africa, and the research 

findings from different countries recommended a structured approach to conducting child 

forensic interviews. South Africa has only just begun to recognise the field of forensic 

practice, and although there was not much literature on research of the forensic interviewing 

of children, there was a promising light that South Africa was developing in the field of 

forensic interviewing. The South African Seven-Phases of Forensic Interviewing Protocol 

developed by Fouchè and Joubert (2009) was proof that South Africa was improving in the 

field of forensic interviewing, and this protocol could serve as a guideline for forensic social 

workers employed by the SAPS. Studies conducted internationally on the role played by 

protocols in sexual abuse investigation clearly showed that South Africa could learn more on 

how to conduct its own empirical studies on forensic interviewing. To conclude, social 

workers and other professionals who conducted interviews with children needed to learn 

more about how to use protocols and techniques when conducting interviews with children.  
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