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Project and authors
This working protocol is an outcome of LA Child project. This EU co-funded project Legal
aid for children in criminal proceedings: developing and sharing best practices (LA
CHILD) is implemented by the Law Institute of the Lithuanian Centre for Social
Sciences (LIL, leading partner), Defence for Children International (DCI) – Belgium
and the Center of Integrated Legal Services and Practices (CILSP, Albania). The project
started in February 2020 and will end in December 2021.

The project’s overall objective is to enhance the protection of the rights of children in
conflict with the law, while fostering the coherent implementation of Directive 2016/800 on
procedural safeguards for children in conflict with the law1 regarding legal aid.
The present document was written by, Mr. Klodian Gega (CILSP). Mrs, Esida Hasaj.
(CILPS), Mrs Anjeza Puka (CILPS).

All the outcomes of the project are available on the website: https://lachild.eu
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Introduction
The aim of a forensic interview is to acquire valuable information from a suspected child in a
developmentally sensitive, unbiased, and truth-seeking manner that will allow the defence
lawyer to create an accurate picture of the case at hand and establish a positive relationship
with the child. It also contributes to a fair decision-making process in the criminal justice and
child welfare systems. The interview with a suspected child is part of an investigation process
that may involve retrieval of physical evidence, conversations with other people, and other
fact-finding techniques. Therefore, defence lawyers should focus on issues that might lead to
other evidence being mindful that a forensic interview is only part of a broader investigation
process2.

Use of the protocol
This working protocol present interviewing strategies for lawyers who conduct forensic
interviews with children. This protocol can be also use by child protection workers, forensic
psychologists, or other specialized child interviewers. It provides an evidenced based
approach that allows the interviewer tailor the suggested techniques to their daily practice.
This protocol aims to acquire accurate and valuable information from children. It is set up in
stages, but the interviewer can be flexible on the use of the exact order. It begins with
definitions of key concepts, continue with the preparation for the interview and the interview
set up, then follows with the establishment of ground rules, narrative expression and build of
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relationship. It is important to remember that there is no perfect interview and there is more
than one way to interview children.

Definitions
Open-ended questions. Broad questions using open ended inquiries that invite the child to
talk. These types of questions aim to increase the accuracy of the answer without suggesting
the child. They invite the child to talk freely about an event without being interrupted by the
lawyer3.
Examples
 You said that you didn’t want to go there, but your friends convinced you. Tell me
more about this…
 Tell me all about your day at work
 Tell me everything about the event… from the beginning to the end…
Focused questions. These are questions that focus on a particular person or circumstance.
They often start with “who” “what” or “where”. This type of question usually aims to obtain
brief answers but with relevant information. They must be used cautiously to move to a new
topic. They should not contain information that has not be mentioned before by the child as
they risk turning to suggestive questions.
Example
 Where were you when John entered in the house?
 Who was the first person than so you there?
Closed questions. These questions could be used if the child is not answering well to open
ended questions. They help to cue the child’s memory but should be phrased with caution to
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minimize the introduction of new information in the question. Multiply-choice questions
must contain an open-ended option for not limiting the presented options (or someone else...).
these questions may trigger recognition memory but risk to be suggestive. Therefore, they
would need to be followed by open-ended sentences to give more information from the
recalled memory4.
Examples
 Was Fatjon inside the house, in the garden or somewhere else?
Paired questions. These are narrative questions that are related to previously direct or closed
questions5.
Examples
 Focused question: where were you ate that moment?
 Child answer: within the apartment
 Paired open-ended follow up: Tell me what happened when you were there..
Tag questions. These are statements followed by short questions that leads the child to agree.
These questions are very suggestive and must be avoided during an interview with a child
Example
 So you took the jacked and left didn’t you?
Coercive questions. These are questions that induce the child to collaborate with the
interviewer or provide the information that the interviewer wants. This sort of techniques
should not be used during an interview with the child6.
Example
 We can take a break after you answer to my questions
 You see the phone over there? You can take it after we are all done
4
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Time segmentation questions. These are questions that breaks down the event in smaller
segments of time and require additional information. This type of questions is very efficient
to generate further details regarding a particular event during an interview with a child.
Example
 You told me that you entered in the marked with you friends. Tell me everything what
happened after you friends opened the door of the marked till you all left the place.
Sensory focused questions. These are questions that focus on human senses such as sight,
hearing, smell, and taste. These types of questions are very efficient to get more reliable
details regarding a particular moment7.
Example
 Think about the voices and tell me everything you heard
 Think about his appearance and tell me what you so

Phases of the interviewing process
Prepare for the interview
Before starting the interview, the lawyer should undertake several steps to be able to design a
suitable model of interview with the child. Let’s mention them one by one.
Background of the child
To gather background information about the child client is a very good start for establishing a
positive and collaborative relationship with the child8. The topic where the lawyer should be
focus during this phase of the interview are as follows:
 The child’s name, age, sex, and relevant developmental or cultural considerations.
 The child’s hobbies which could be helpful to develop rapport with the child.
 Family composition.
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 Family members’ and close friends’ names
 Relevant medical conditions (physical or mental health problems).
 The nature of the allegation and relevant circumstances
 Possible misunderstanding of the event. • Possible motivations for false allegations
(e.g., family or neighbourhood hostilities that predate suspicions of inappropriate
behaviour).

Set up the environment
The lawyer should arrange the chairs and recording equipment before introducing the child to
the interview room. Make sure that the child doesn’t need to use the toilet or is not hungry
before beginning the interview.
Introduce yourself and start building the report with the child
The aim of the introduction is to familiarise the child with the interview as well as adapting a
quiet and patient tone of voice that will be used during the conversation. Keep in mind that
the child might not be properly informed about the circumstances of the interview with the
defence lawyer. Therefore he/she might be confused about the interview or worried about
his/her situation.
When the child is seated the lawyer start to introduce him/herself and gives to the child a
short explanation about the interview9.
 Hello, my name is Arben. I am your defence lawyer, and my job will be to assist you
through the proceedings and protect your interests.
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Sometimes children, especially those who face for the first time the legal procedures, might
be confused on who they will be talking to, so feel free to explain more about your job and
your role in the process.
Example
 Do you know what a defense lawyer is? Well, in my job I talk to children who are
involved in criminal proceedings. I stay with them throughout the proceedings,
provide them with information they need, advise them when it is necessary and
represent them at the trial. Today I would like to talk to you.
If the interview is being recorded, you should show to the child the recording equipment and
explain to him/her the purpose of the recording.
 As you can see, there is a recorder over the table. I will be recording our
conversation because I don’t want to forget what you say to me.

Establishment of ground rules
Instructions or ground rules are very important to explain what is expected from the child
during the interview. Otherwise, those children who are predisposed to get adult approval,
may assume that the lawyer might know what happened, or think they must have an answer
for every question.
The rules must be presented to the child in an understandable language and once at a time. Be
slow and as clear as you can as you explain the rules. If the child shows developmental
disabilities or is from another country or cultural background, practice with them the rules to
demonstrate they can comply to them10.

10

Cleary, H,M.M., (2014). Police Interviewing and Interrogation of Juvenile Suspects: A Descriptive Examination
of Actual Cases. Law and Human Behavior. 38. 3, 271–282. DOI: 10.1037/lhb0000070

10



Lawyer lack of knowledge. Explain to the child that you were not present at the
event that he/she is involved in, so you don’t know what happened. Therefore, you
need to get all the necessary information from the child.

 I don’t know what happened as I was not there. So, I need you to tell me everything
you know.


Permission to correct the lawyer during the interview. Let the child know that
he/she can correct you if you make mistakes during the interview. Make sure the child
understands this and is willing to do so.

 If I say something wrong or make a mistake as we talk, please let me know.”


It is ok to say, “I don’t know”. Encourage the child to admit the lack of information
regarding your questions. Tell him/her that it is much better to say “I don’t know”
than to guess the answer.

 If I ask a question that you don’t know the answer, just say “I don’t know”. Please
don’t try to guess the answer”.


It is ok, to say “I don’t understand”. Encourage the child to confess when he/she
does not understand the question. Tell the child it is ok to say he/she doesn’t know
what you mean. Sometimes, it is better to check the child predisposition to do so by
asking something he/she is unlikely to understand properly.

 If I ask you a question that you don’t understand what I mean, please tell me “I don’t
get it”, so I will say it with different words.


It is ok so say “I don’t remember”. Encourage the child to acknowledge any lack of
memory.

If you don’t remember details about the event we are talking about, just say it.


Explain repeated questions. Explain to the child in understandable words why you
might ask the same question several times during the interview.
11

 If I ask you the same question more than one time, it does not mean that your answer
was wrong, or I am not satisfied with it. I might have forgot your answer or not taken
my notes properly. If your first answer was right, just say it to me one more time.


Permission to not answer the question. If the child appears embarrassed or reluctant
to answer the question, you may allow him/her not to answer to an embarrassing
question at that moment.

 If I ask you a question you are don’t feel to answer right now, just tell me “I don’t
want to talk about this now”


Motivating instructions. These are statements that emphasize the importance to
encourage the child to talk

 What we talk today about it is very important.
1. So please try your best to tell me everything you remember about the event we will be
talking about.
2. Please, do your best.
3. It is crucial to let me know everything you remember about what happened.

 Promise to tell the truth. Evidence suggests that if the child promise to tell the truth
he/she is less likely to lie. However, it must be stressed that it does not guarantee that
the child will always say the truth. Bearing this fact in mind, inform the child that it is
important to tell the truth and to not hide relevant information11.

Rapport building and narrative expression
The establishment of a positive and collaborative report with the child is a continuous process
but it starts with the initial introduction. Therefore, since the first contact with the child you
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should try to appear friendly, relaxed and interested. This approach will help you to engage
with the child. Be mindful that the purposes of the report building process are to:



Make the child feel at ease with the lawyer’s office or interview room



Create a clear picture about the child’s ability to understand and to talk



Give to the child very clearly the message that the interview is for him/her to talk.

During the early report building process you can encourage the child to start talking about
general topics. Smiling, leaning toward the child, and using the child’s name, help to create a
supportive atmosphere that could make him/her feel more comfortable.
Narrative talk is a crucial component of the interview. During this phase the interviewer
(lawyer) must ask open-ended questions to invite the child to give free narrative answers. It is
also a very good method to engage the child, start building a positive report with him/her as
well as understand the child’s ability to understand the lawyer’s language and express his/her
own thoughts. Therefore, at this stage of the interview keep in mind the following
suggestions12.
Invite the child to speak in a narrative way about neutral topics using open-ended questions.
Then, use the open-ended follow up questions to invite the child to share more details.
 Tell me about the things you like to do with your friends
 Tell me more
Then ask the child to tell you all about a specific event. This gives to the child the chance to
elaborate more his/her narrative as well as to demonstrate the ability to recall events and
express them properly.
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Narrative of a specific event
Invite the child to talk about a neutral or positive event recently experienced such as a
birthday party, a vacation with family or friends. Start with open-ended questions to let the
child talk in a freely. Ask the child to tell everything about the event. When you notice that
he/she is finishing the narrative, ask him/her to elaborate different parts of the story using
time segmentation and/or sensory focused questions13. The following pattern of questions
could be very useful on this regard:
Invite/ Elaborate
 Last week you were at a birthday party. Tell me how it was.
 You told me that last week you played basketball with your friends. Tell me everything
what happened during that game.
 And that what did you do.
 Please tell me more.
Focus – Time segmentation. These questions are used for getting more details.
 Think hard about the day of the birthday and tell me what happened that day from the
morning until (give some details of the event the child mentioned before).
Focus – Time Framing. Use this type of questions to gather more information
 What happened after?
 What happened before?
Focus- Use sensory focused questions to get more details
 Think about what you so at that moment. Tell me everything you can remember
 Please try to remember what you heard at that moment.
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If you are not successful in getting the child to share information on, what has he/she done
recently than try to make question about yesterday. Sometimes asking the child on what
he/she has been doing “today” may work better. However, you should start with open-ended
questions and then continue with elaboration, time segmentation and sensory focused
questions as recommended above14.

Relevant issues
Before starting the interview take e few minutes to prepare some transition questions based
on the information you have gathered from other sources. Be careful not to be suggestive
and use a narrowing approach.
Write the questions on a paper in case you need to use them during the interview. As the
child move from a neutral specific even to the alleged crime lead him/her to narrative talking.
The following pattern of questioning would be a good approach on this regard.
Separate
When the child confess that something happened try to get a general statement about the
event and then clarify whether it happens more than one time.
 Tell me what happen exactly ...
 Did this happen only one time or more than one time...
Invite
Use open-ended questions to make the child speak in a narrative way about the event
 Tell me about [ child’s word about the event]
 I would like to have details from the beginning to the end
 Even little parts that you think are not important could be very helpful for me
Elaborate
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Follow the child narrative with open-ended questions to try to elaborate more his/her story.
You should use this sort of questions often during the interviewing process and follow
responses with direct and focused questions.
 Tell me what happened that day…
 Please tell me more about it…
 What happened next...
 You mentioned that your friends entered first into the house... tell me more about this
moment...
Focus
Try to gather more details by using the following techniques:
Time segmentation: Use time segmentation questions to acquire more information on a
particular period within the event described by the child
 Think back to that day... tell me what happened from the moment you met your friends
until you forced the door of the house.
Time framing: Use time framing questions15.
 What happened before...
 What happened after...

Questions related to information provided by the child during interview
Cautiously formulate questions to acquire information on important fact not mentioned by the
child yet such as location, presence of other people, others who know about the event,
motivation for not talking about the event etc. When there are details about the event that are
still missing after the exhaustion of open-ended questions, ask direct questions paired with

15

16

open-ended ones to gather further information. First, orient the child attention on details that
are already mentioned and then formulate direct questions16.
 You said that John told you about the gun. Tell me how he knew that the gun was
there.
 You said that you were not alone at that moment. Who were you with? (Pause wait for
the response) what is his name? What happened next?

Clarify and elaborate


As the child continue to talk, from time to time ask clarifying questions to make sure
that you are understanding right what he/she is saying.



Require more details and try to make the child to provide more details on the alleged
offense



Keep in mind that when you use direct, focused, or close-ended questions combine
them with open-ended questions to acquire more details.

 You have told me many things about the event that are truly helpful to me, but I feel a
little confused. Just to be sure I have got it right, tell me again who hided the gun and
what happened after.
Break (if needed)
Take a brake if you feel it is needed. Explain to the child why you are taking a break and ask
him/her if needs to use the restroom.
 Now I would like to take a brake to reflect on what I have asked you so far and see if I
need to know more about the event. Meanwhile if you need to use the toilet or take a
fresh air you can do that. Would you like some water?
During the brake
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Have a look on your notes and check whether you need some more clarifications or
additional information.



Plan the continuation of the interview and formulate additional questions

After the brake
Start the conversation with the questions you prepared during the brake. Don’t forget that you
should use open-ended follow up questions.
I am a bit confused, please tell me more about...
What else happened there...

Elicit additional information that is not mentioned yet.
You should ask additional questions only if you have employed open-ended approaches and
it is missing forensically important information. If the child has confessed more than one
event, try to orient him/her to the most relevant one let him/her provide more elaborated
narrative. Then, you can use focused questions.
 When you told me about the robbery of that men, you said that John was carrying the
gun. Did he hit the person with the back of the gun? Tell me more about this.
When you already know the content of previously asked questions, but the child has not
shared that information yet, tell your concern but give no details. Then ask the child for
further clarification. If more direct questions are needed make sure to combine them with
open-ended questions17
 Did you hit him? if the child gives an affirmative response than ask
 Tell me how it happened…
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Closure of the interview
Closing is an important part of the interviewing process. Therefore, thank the child for his/her
efforts.
 You have asked many questions for nearly one hour. Thank you for sharing this
information with me.
Regardless of the interview results you should ask the child if he/she wants to say something
else about the alleged event or if he/she have any question for you.
 Is there anything else you would like to share with me? Do you have any question for
me?
It is important that you be honest with the child but don’t make promises. If the child makes
personal questions, you can answer him without disclosing personal information. At this
stage of the interview, it could be appropriate to talk with the child about neutral topics in a
relaxed way. You could turn back to the initial neutral topics tackled during the report
building phase18.

Multiply interviews
For most of children one comprehensive interview could be sufficient, particularly for those
who have good language skills and have the support of a family member or another close
adult. On the other side the literature clearly addresses the risks of conducting duplicative
interviews. However, some children need more time to get familiar or become comfortable
and develop a trusty relationship with the lawyer. Recent evidence shows that more than one
interview session may allow reluctant, young, or traumatized children the opportunity to
share a more complete and accurate information. Multiple, nonduplicative interviews can be
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very effective when the lawyer employs good practices in forensic interviewing, develop a
tailored interview structure to the developmental, cultural, and emotional needs of the child,
and use a child friendly approach19.

Child reluctance to talk
The lawyer should be as open-ended and nonsuggestive as possible when introducing the
topic of alleged offense formulating a sentence such as:
What are you here to talk to me about today?
If the child accepts to talk about the topic the lawyer should continue with another open
invitation, such as:
Tell me everything and don’t leave anything out
However, if the child feels stressed or embarrassed, or has been told not to talk, the lawyer
may need to employ a more focused approach. There is a difference between real and
apparent reluctance. Real reluctance refers to children who are cautious and significantly
unwilling to collaborate with the lawyer during the interview, whereas apparent reluctance
refers to children who are thoughtful and reflective before giving an answer to the lawyer.
Bearing this in mind, the lawyer should allow for silence or hesitation without moving to
more focused prompts too quickly. Often, quietly reassuring the child that it is important for
the lawyer to know everything that happened can effectively reduce the child’s hesitation to
talk20.
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How development aspects in adolescence affect the interaction
between the child and the lawyer
 Adolescents process questions differently from adults
Children’s ability to understand what others say to them and express their opinions through
words improves as they grow up. These abilities become integrated into the adolescent’s
general approach to thinking at middle or late adolescence. Moreover, it is important to keep
in mind that often adolescents that get in conflict with the law might have learning disabilities
or attention problems.
Implications for the interviewing. The lawyer must understand the child’s ability to use the
language, level of vocabulary, and ability to have abstract reasoning to formulate the
questions properly.
 Adolescents think mainly about the present
Adolescents’ attitudes about time are different from those of adults. Usually, they are more
focused on the short-term (as opposed to long-term) consequences -- both the risk and
benefits -- of decisions rather than thinking on the future consequences. Adolescents are more
concerned on what will happen the present day, and struggle talking about an event that will
occur in the future.
Implication for the interviewing: The lawyer must make connections between the
information he/she is trying to get and the teenagers’ interests. He/she must address the
adolescent’s concerns to keep the interview on track.
 Egocentricity
It is a known fact that adolescents are egocentric. This age-related characteristic may lead
teenagers to the wrong believe that others are constantly judging them. They are sceptical
about the fact that adults can understand their unique experience.
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Implications for interviewing: For a successful interview the ability of the interviewer
(lawyer) to build trust with the teenager so he/she can feel confident with him is fundamental.
Bearing this in mind, it must be stressed that the rapport building phase is a core component
of the interviewing process with adolescents.
 Identity development
Adolescence is a period when individuals attempt to establish a coherent, stable identity, and,
during this process, “try on” different attitudes and ways of comportment. Teenagers often
look to their peers to form their identity, and they have a natural need to belong. Therefore,
even innocuous questions about a teenager’s friends can be interpreted as s criticism of
him/her and therefore the teenager’s view of himself or herself. For example, they are likely
to be loyal to family and friends and get angry when something negative is implied about
them (even those people who have abused or neglected them or are known substance abusers
and criminals).
Implications for interviewing: The lawyer must very cautious when formulate the questions
and use a tone of voice that conveys to the adolescent that he/she is not judging him but is
instead truly interested in what the child is about to say21.
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