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Abstract
Interviewing of suspects, victims, and eyewitnesses contributes significantly to the investigation process. While a great deal 
is known about the investigative interviewing practices in the United Kingdom and the Nordic region, very little is known 
about the framework used by Malaysian police officers. A survey was administered to 44 Royal Malaysian Police interviewers 
serving in the Sexual, Women and Child Investigations Division (D11) of the Crime Investigation Department. Respondents 
were asked about the investigative interviewing techniques they use with suspects, witnesses, and victims; how effective they 
think these techniques are; and the training they had received. Findings revealed that many police officers currently possess 
limited knowledge of best practice investigative interviewing. More training, feedback, and supervision is needed and desired.

Keywords Investigative interviewing · Suspects · Witnesses · Police practice · Police training

Introduction

In the criminal justice system, the main purpose of a forensic 
investigation is to gather information about what happened (if 
anything did indeed happen), as well as to find out who did what 
(Milne and Bull 2006). Particularly when investigating officers 
have little or no forensically relevant information, the interview-
ing of suspects, witnesses, and victims becomes a key element 
in the process of an investigation. The objective of investigative 
interviews is to elicit an accurate, complete, and detailed record 
of the original account from an interviewee.

Interviewing of Suspects

Over the past few decades, investigative or forensic inter-
viewing in the United Kingdom and the Nordic region has 

moved away from a confession-seeking ‘interrogating’ exer-
cise to more of an information-gathering ‘inquiry’ process, 
indicating an advocacy for a less confrontational approach 
(Rabon 1992). Changes in legislations and practices in these 
regions were brought about in part due to a number of high-
profile miscarriages of justice (e.g. the Guildford Four in 
England) that emerged from police malpractice and poor 
interviewing of suspects before the 1980s (Gudjonsson 
1992). Following the enactment of the Police and Crimi-
nal Evidence Act in the United Kingdom in 1984 whereby 
tape recording of suspect interviews was made mandatory, 
the investigative interviewing process became more widely 
accessible and allowed for more research examining inter-
viewer and interviewee behaviour (e.g. Baldwin 1992). 
Nevertheless, initial analyses of the tape recordings revealed 
some shortcomings of the interview process, including lack 
of preparation; poor techniques such as prolonged, repeti-
tive, and/or coercive questioning; and general ineptitude of 
the interviewer (Milne et al. 2007).

It was evident that a change of investigative culture was 
needed to restore confidence in evidence obtained through 
police questioning. As a result, the PEACE interviewing 
model, underpinned by psychological principles and theo-
ries, was devised in the early 1990s, setting out principles 
and best practices in questioning suspects and witnesses 
(Milne et al. 2007). PEACE is an acronym that outlines 
the structure of the interview: preparation and planning 
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of the interview, engage and explain, account, closure and 
evaluation. This model endorses a critical element of the 
investigative interviews, which is the use of non-leading, 
open-ended questions (Milne and Powell 2010). Non-leading 
questions refrain from directing respondents toward a par-
ticular answer. Open-ended questions are those that require 
more thought, as opposed to a static one-word response. 
These questions are useful for interviewees to maximise the 
opportunity to provide a full account, while minimising con-
fusion and contamination.

The PEACE framework of interviewing signifies the 
departure from psychologically manipulative and accusato-
rial approaches that have been associated with false confes-
sions. It is generally accepted that the implementation of the 
PEACE model (and similar models adopted in several other 
countries) has resulted in enhanced police interviewing prac-
tice (Bull and Rachlew 2020; Clarke et al. 2011; Griffiths and 
Milne 2006).

Interviewing of Child Victims and Witnesses

In most cases of child sexual or physical abuse, the victim 
is usually the only available sources of information, which 
often means that the progress of the inquiry will rely upon 
the child’s narrative. Children are often perceived to be less 
competent than adults when it comes to remembering inci-
dents they have experienced, and their testimony tends to be 
dismissed in court due to this perceived lack of credibility. 
Whilst there is a general consensus that child age is a robust 
predictor of memory accuracy and completeness (Peterson 
2012), some studies have shown that children have the capac-
ity to provide accurate information about their stressful past 
experience (e.g. Baugerud et al. 2014). Important factors that 
influence the quantity and quality of information provided are 
the interviewer’s ability to elicit information and the child’s 
readiness and capacity to express it, rather than the child’s 
ability to remember it (Lamb et al. 2007). In other words, 
there is a shared view by academics and practitioners alike 
that a realistic awareness of children’s developmental level, 
combined with careful investigative procedures, may enable 
valuable information to be obtained (Poole and Lamb 1998). 
On top of this, one of the most common problems is the lack 
of appropriate systems in place to enable child victims or 
witnesses to describe their traumatic experiences accurately. 
Improper interviewing techniques can be counterproductive, 
leading to distorted memory and contaminated testimony 
(Bruck and Ceci 1999). Consequently, children go through 
long and complicated legal processes only to have experts 
later testify that interview outcomes were inconclusive; mis-
understandings may result in wrongful convictions or family 
break-ups; and what is worse, child abusers run free to exploit 
others (Ananthalakshmi 2016).

Of the various protocols designed to safeguard children’s 
welfare whilst facilitating best evidence, the National Insti-
tute of Child Health and Human Development (NICHD) 
Investigative Interview Protocol developed by Lamb et al. 
(2007) is one that has been supported by empirical evidence 
and serves as a model for protocols in many countries (La 
Rooy et al. 2015). The NICHD protocol starts with the pre-
substantive phase, in which the interviewer introduces his/
her role, clarifies the child’s task, and explain the ground 
rules. This phase also includes rapport-building and training 
in episodic retrieval. Next, non-suggestive prompts are used 
to allow the child to introduce to the target incident under 
investigation; if the child fails to identify the target incident, 
carefully worded focussed prompts are used. The interviewer 
then moves on to the substantive phase, using open-ended 
invitations to enable the child to give details about the event, 
following which open-ended cues are used as appropriate. 
Specific, more focussed questions (e.g. “wh-” or option-
posing) may be used if crucial details are still missing. In 
the final closing phase, the child is given an opportunity to 
provide any other information, after which a neutral topic 
is discussed.

In general, field studies have shown that investigative 
interviewers who adhere to the recommended interview 
procedures of the NICHD protocol are able to obtain more 
informative details from alleged victims of sexual or physi-
cal abuse, but follow-up training sessions and continuing 
supervision seem to be important for maintaining the quality 
of forensic interviewing (e.g. Cyr and Lamb 2009; Lamb 
et al. 2002).

The Present Study

It is clear that considerable efforts have been made over the 
years to enhance investigative interviewing standards and 
increase transparency based on psychological science. How-
ever, in many countries, arguably including Malaysia, police 
interviewing is still deemed as an inherent skill that all 
investigating officers possess, and can be acquired through 
learning from the more experienced (Milne et al. 2007). The 
discussions above highlight the importance of using careful 
investigative procedures to ensure that testimony of the sus-
pect, victim, or eyewitness is not contaminated in any way. 
It is therefore extremely important that officers are being 
properly equipped with the support and tools necessary to be 
competent to carry out investigative interviews profession-
ally and ethically. If proper investigative interview methods 
are put in place, miscarriages of justice can be prevented 
(Kassin and Gudjonsson 2004; Otgaar and Howe 2019). 
After all, forensic interviewing is a highly specialised skill, 
and the ability to elicit accurate and detailed information is 



Journal of Police and Criminal Psychology 

1 3

one that can be mastered through ongoing training, proper 
supervision, and appropriate feedback (Powell et al. 2010).

Currently, very little is known about the interviewing 
framework used by Malaysian police officers to conduct 
interviews with suspects, witnesses, and victims. There 
are no published studies in Malaysia that have evaluated 
the accessibility and effectiveness of the police and legal 
services (Cheah and Choo 2016). In light of this lack of 
information, the aim of this survey is to gain insight into 
Malaysian investigative officers’ perceptions and practices 
regarding investigative interviewing with suspects, victims, 
and witnesses. Respondents were asked about their percep-
tions of the effectiveness of various investigative interview-
ing techniques, their perceived operational skills and com-
petence in investigative interviewing, and the training and 
supervision they had received.

Method

Participants

The questionnaires were distributed to 90 investigating 
officers from the Royal Malaysian Police Perak State 
Contingent Crime Investigation Department, but 46 (51.1%) 
non- or partial-responses were excluded from the analyses; 
hence, there were data for a total of 44 participants, 17 
males, 26 females, and one did not reveal their gender, aged 
23 to 58 (M = 32.9, SD = 7.7). The majority of the sample 
were ethnic Malay (84.8%), followed by ethnic Indian 
(8.7%), ethnic Chinese (2.2%), and mixed ethnicities (4.3%). 
The mean length of service was 8.3 years (SD = 7.5 years, 
range = 1.3–38.3 years).

Materials

The pen-and-paper questionnaire was derived, adapted, 
and translated to Bahasa Malaysia (the official language 
of Malaysia) from questionnaires used by Hill and Moston 
(2011) as well as La Rooy et al. (2011). The Bahasa Malaysia 
version was then reviewed and back-translated. The adapted 
questionnaire comprised a combination of tick-box style and 
open-ended questions, requiring participants to provide quan-
titative and qualitative information on the following sections:

1. Information about the interviewers, including age, 
gender, ethnicity, language spoken, rank, length of 
service, previous training in investigative interviewing.

2. Interviewers’ perceptions and practices regarding 
interviews with suspects, including confidence in their 
ability to detect deceit and truth, what they believe was 
the main purpose for conducting investigative interviews 

with suspects, and specific interview components such 
as open-ended questioning and video-recording.

3. Interviewers’ perceptions and practices regarding 
interviews with child witnesses or victims, including 
self-review of electronic-recorded interviews, and 
specific interview components such as rapport-building, 
communicating ground rules, and the use of props.

4. Further comments from interviewers about their 
experience and training.

Procedure

The questionnaires were administered to the investigating 
officers prior to a talk the researchers were invited to deliver. 
Respondents were not required to identify themselves in the 
survey. After reading the participant information sheet, they 
indicated their consent to take part by ticking a box on the 
consent form. This project was reviewed and approved by 
the XXXXHELP University Ethics Review Board and the 
University of ReadingXXX School of Psychology and Clini-
cal Language Sciences Research Ethics Committee.

Results

Investigative Interviewing Skills, Training, 
and Supervision Received

Overall, 28 respondents (63.6%) have received some form of 
investigative interviewing training (i.e. Investigation Course, 
Child Interview Centre Recording and Interviewing Officer 
Course), while 16 (36.4%) reported that they had no train-
ing whatsoever before carrying out formal interviews with 
suspects, victims, and witnesses. Only three respondents 
(6.8%) had received Cognitive interview training and four 
(9.1%) reported to have been trained in the PEACE proto-
col. Eighteen respondents (40.9%) indicated that they had 
taken refresher type courses, while 26 respondents (59.0%) 
did not. The rest did not provide a response. Participants 
who have received prior training were trained locally and 
centrally by senior officers at headquarters.

When asked how often they receive feedback about their 
interviewing performance from other interviewers and/
or supervisors, 18.2% answered ‘rarely’, 45.5% answered 
‘occasionally’, 20.5% answered ‘never’, 11.4% answered 
‘always’, and only 4.6% answered ‘often’. About a third of 
the respondents (36.4%) have not undertaken any informal 
or self-development training, but 18.2% have done their own 
practical training (e.g. role-playing with colleagues), 15.9% 
have conducted their own research, and 13.6% have taken 
relevant subjects at a learning institution, while the rest did 
not provide a response.
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Respondents rated their current investigative interviewing 
skills on a five-point Likert scale (1 = poor, 5 = excellent). 
About two thirds of the respondents (61.4%) rated their skills 
as ‘average’. One fifth (22.7%) rated their skills as ‘above 
average’, while only 6.8% thought they were ‘excellent’. 
Very few officers rated their skills as ‘below average’ (6.8%) 
or ‘poor’ (2.3%), while 2 officers did not provide a response.

Importance of Investigative Interviewing

Respondents were asked to report what type of evidence is 
considered as the central lead in solving a criminal inves-
tigation and were allowed to choose more than one option 
as their answers. Many respondents (77.3%) thought that 
physical evidence were the most important leads in solving 
investigations, about a third (65.9%) thought formal inter-
viewing produces the most leads in an investigation, and a 
small number (6.8%) stated that expert reports were most 
important.

The majority of participants (86.4%) thought investigative 
interviewing was ‘very important’ in progressing an investi-
gation, while a few (13.6%) rated investigative interviewing 
as ‘important’ and ‘moderately important’. No respondents 
rated investigative interviewing as ‘not important’.

Suspect Interviews

On average, respondents had been conducting formal 
interviews with suspects for 3.3 years (SD = 2.8 years, 
range = 0.3–4 years). Almost all respondents (90.9%) inter-
view suspects as a lead interviewer capacity as part of their 
current duties. The rest assist in these interviews. Approxi-
mately half of the respondents (47.7%) did not feel that exist-
ing training equipped them well at all, one third (34.1%) felt 
unsure, and only 18.2% were positive that the training they 
have had equipped them well.

When asked if they believed that they can detect decep-
tion during a formal interview with a suspect, the majority 
(79.5%) reported ‘yes’ while the remainder reported ‘no’. 

Respondents were also asked to report their confidence in 
lie and truth detection, measured on a 5-point Likert scale. 
Results are displayed in Table 1.

When probed about what they based their assumptions 
on when determining truth and deception, 45.5% answered 
‘non-verbal behaviour’, 63.6% answered ‘verbal behaviour’, 
and 65.9% answered ‘evidence at hand’. There was an ‘other’ 
option where respondents could report what influenced their 
decisions when determining truth and deception. Responses 
given here include suspect’s story and background, eyewit-
ness statement, and suspect’s responses to repeated question-
ing. The percentages do not total to 100% as participants 
were allowed to choose more than one response option.

Respondents were asked about the amount of time they 
typically put into planning prior to conducting a formal sus-
pect interview. About a quarter (27.3%) do not spend any 
time planning the interviews, 18.2% spend up to 15 min, 
22.7% spend up to 30 min, 11.4% spend up to an hour, 18.2% 
spend about 1 to 2 h. No respondents reported spending 
more than 2 h on planning and preparing. Most respond-
ents indicated that they never (29.5%) or rarely (47.7%) 
experienced time pressures to complete a suspect interview, 
although a minority (20.4%) reported that they usually or 
almost always did.

Respondents were asked to report the techniques they use 
when formally interviewing a suspect. Overall, respondents 
report a mixture of appropriate and inappropriate techniques, 
as shown in Table 2.

Table 3 displays the frequencies in which officers engaged 
in specific interview techniques when interviewing suspects, 
while Table 4 shows their perceptions regarding the extent 

Table 1   Police officers’ confidence in detecting truth and lies

Self-rating Percentage of respondents (%)

Skills in detecting 
lies

Skills in 
detecting 
truth

Very confident 13.6 9.1
Confident 27.3 27.3
Moderately confident 29.5 18.2
Somewhat confident 27.3 40.9
Not at all confident 2.3 4.5

Table 2  Police officers’ use of interviewing techniques

Interviewing techniques Percentage of 
respondents

“Appropriate”
  Open questions
  Emphasising contradictions
  Gentle prods
  Concern
  Silence
  Disclosure of evidence
  Challenging the suspect’s account

70.5
50.0
81.8
36.4
15.9
59.1
11.4

“Inappropriate”
  Intimidation
  Interruptions
  Suggest scenario
  Situation futility
  Leading questioning
  Maximisation of offence
  Minimisation of offence
  Repetitive questioning
  Positive confrontation
  Handling the suspects mood

4.5
13.6
29.5
38.6
13.6
50.0
22.7
40.9
9.1

63.6
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to which the various techniques helped them find out what 
had happened.

When probed what these rapport techniques are, there 
were a mixture of responses. Some respondents expressed 
disbelief towards the effectiveness of rapport-building (‘I’ve 
never used rapport; it never works at all’). A number of 
officers offer food and beverages, or even cigarettes to build 
goodwill, ‘to comfort them’ ‘so that the suspect relaxes and 
cooperate’. Some approaches include showing an interest in 
the suspect in order ‘to know what’s going on’. A couple of 
respondents reported using minimisation tactics as part of 
developing rapport (‘if you tell the truth I will make sure to 
help you reduce your sentence’).

Almost half of the respondents (47.7%) favoured the vide-
otaping of interviews, 36.4% were ‘neutral’, while 15.9% did 
not agree to recording such interviews.

Child Witness/Victim Interviews

On average, 70.5% of respondents interview child wit-
nesses/victims as a lead interviewer capacity as part of 
their current duties, while 25.0% assist in such interviews. 
A small number of officers (4.6%) do not perform wit-
ness interviews at all, so they did not answer this part of 
the survey. On average, respondents had been conduct-
ing formal child witness/victim interviews for 3.12 years 
(SD = 3.2 years, range = 0.1–14 years). When asked about 
whether respondents felt that their interview training 
equipped them with the necessary skills to conduct child 
witness/victim interviews effectively, 6.8% answered ‘not 
at all’, 27.3% answered ‘somewhat’, and 36.4% answered 
‘maybe’. Less than a quarter of participants (22.7%) felt 

that the current training they have definitely equipped 
them well for conducting child interviews effectively.

Respondents reported spending various amounts of time 
on planning and preparation, with 15.9% not spending any 
time at all, 13.6% spending up to 15 min, 29.6% spending 
up to 30 min, 2.3% spending up to 45 min, 13.6% spend-
ing up to an hour, and 18.2% spending more than an hour. 
About two thirds of respondents indicated that they never 
(29.5%) or rarely (36.4%) experienced time pressures to 
complete a child interview, with a quarter of respondents 
(27.3%) reporting that they usually or almost always did.

Unlike formal interviews with suspects, child inter-
views are video-recorded in Malaysia. While more than 
half the respondents ‘always’ or ‘usually’ (54.6%) self-
review their own electronic-recorded interviews with child 
witnesses/victims, 38.6% ‘rarely’ or ‘never’ self-review 
the recorded interviews.

Table  5 displays the frequencies in which officers 
engaged in specific interview techniques when formally 
interviewing a child witness/victim, while Table 6 shows 
their ratings of the effectiveness of the various practices 
in helping them find out what had happened.

Most interviewers establish rapport through friendly 
communication, asking questions about themselves 
(e.g., hobbies), showing them cartoons, giving sweets, 
giving encouragements, among others. Several respond-
ents equated asking questions as part of rapport-building 
(‘Can you tell me what happened?’); one respondent even 
reported using leading questions (‘Is it true that the man 
put his finger in your private part or did he just touch?’).

More than half of the respondents (56.8%) use anatomi-
cal dolls for child interviews, with a majority of them finding 

Table 3  Frequencies in which 
police officers engage in specific 
interview techniques when 
interviewing suspects

Interview techniques Percentage of respondents

Never Rarely Usually Almost always Always

Build rapport 6.8 20.5 43.2 13.6 15.9
Provide full account 9.1 18.2 50.0 6.8 13.6
Specific wh- questions 0 0 50.0 13.6 36.4
Closed yes/no questions 2.3 6.8 40.9 25.0 25.0
Leading questions 13.6 27.3 38.6 2.3 18.2

Table 4  Police officers’ ratings 
of the effectiveness of specific 
interview techniques when 
interviewing suspects

Interview techniques Percentage of respondents

Not at all 
effective

Not very 
effective

Quite effective Very effective Always effective

Build rapport 4.5 6.8 56.8 20.5 11.4
Provide full account 0 11.4 61.3 15.9 11.4
Specific wh- questions 0 4.5 43.2 25.0 27.3
Closed yes/no questions 0 6.8 56.8 18.2 18.2
Leading questions 4.5 15.9 52.3 15.9 11.4
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this an effective way of getting more information about what 
happened (77.3%). The majority of respondents (56.8%) do 
not use other props or object in their formal interviews with 
children. Those who do use props or objects reported that they 
use mobile phones, sweets, paper, colour pencils, and cartoons.

Overall Comments on Investigative Interviewing

One common theme was the need to attend courses and 
practical training for investigative interviewing prac-
tices to improve effectiveness. One respondent noted 
that ‘trainings need not be too long; it’s enough to just 
know the theories and techniques because the investiga-
tive interviewer will learn through each case that they 
receive’.

Respondents also stressed the need to have differ-
ent approaches when it comes to interviewing suspects 
as opposed to interviewing child witnesses of victims, 
through the understanding of psychology and the applica-
tion of such knowledge.

Discussion

To the researchers’ knowledge, this is the first study that 
examines the investigative interview practices and percep-
tions of police officers in Malaysia. This study provided 

valuable insights in understanding the longer-term needs 
of Malaysian police officers. The findings obtained seem to 
stress a need to establish a systematic investigative inter-
viewing framework whereby professionals working with 
suspects, victims, and witnesses are properly trained to 
conduct investigative interviews.

One notable strength of this study is that it was not based 
on samples drawn from Western, educated, industrialised, 
rich, and democratic (WEIRD) societies (Henrich et al. 
2010), instead it was conducted in Malaysia, a Southeast 
Asian country with a complex multiracial Asian popula-
tion. According to the Hofstede’s (1980) cultural dimension 
theory (see also Hofstede 2011), Malaysia is considered a 
collectivistic society with a high power distance. Not only 
are people in such societies likely to accept and operate 
under a hierarchical structure, but they also tend to sup-
press their own interests and opinions to maintain social 
harmony. It has been put forward by Leal et al. (2018) 
that during an interview, individuals from collectivistic 
cultures tend to leave many things unsaid, assuming that 
the context will communicate what is implied, while on 
the contrary, individuals from individualistic cultures tend 
to be more explicit and direct in their communication. 
Moreover, high power distance societies tend to give less 
attention to rapport-building (Hofstede 1980), which may 
stand in the way of the current recommended best practices 
in investigative interviewing. As such, it is expected that 
the conduct of investigative interviewing in Malaysia will 

Table 5  Frequencies in which 
police officers engage in specific 
interview techniques when 
interviewing children

Interview techniques Percentage of respondents

Never Rarely Usually Almost always Always

Build rapport 6.8 2.3 34.1 15.9 34.1
Ground rules 4.6 9.1 45.5 11.4 22.7
Provide true account 4.6 6.8 29.6 25.0 27.3
Provide full account 11.4 9.1 47.7 9.1 15.9
Specific wh- questions 2.3 4.6 50.0 9.1 27.3
Closed yes/no questions 2.3 6.8 45.5 9.1 27.3
Leading questions 11.4 13.6 40.9 11.4 15.9

Table 6  Police officers’ ratings 
of the effectiveness of specific 
interview techniques when 
interviewing children

Interview techniques Percentage of respondents

Not at all 
effective

Not very 
effective

Quite effective Very effective Always effective

Build rapport 0 4.5 45.5 27.3 13.6
Ground rules 2.3 4.5 52.3 22.7 11.4
Provide true account 2.3 6.8 45.5 22.7 15.9
Provide full account 9.1 6.8 40.9 20.5 15.9
Specific wh- questions 2.3 4.6 45.5 22.7 15.9
Closed yes/no questions 2.3 4.6 43.2 29.6 13.6
Leading questions 6.8 4.6 56.8 15.9 6.8
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differ substantially from where the concepts of evidence-
based investigative interviewing were derived from, that 
is, highly individualistic nations that sit in the lower rank-
ings on Hofstede’s power distance index. For instance, 
Anakwah et al. (2020) suggested that in collectivistic cul-
tures, investigative interviewers may be required to prompt 
interviewees to elaborate further on the initial information 
they provide. The current findings should be interpreted 
with the understanding that the cultural setting in which an 
investigative interview has taken place may influence the 
way information is elicited.

It is worth noting at the outset of this discussions that the 
Royal Malaysia Police is a federal institution with a central-
ised, hierarchical model. The Inspector General of Police 
at headquarters directs operations in 14 regions across the 
country, but the bulk of the policing lies with the respective 
states and territories. Whilst there are Crime Investigation 
Department officers operating at different contingents, for-
mal training is largely central.

Based on the responses received, there were potential 
concerns about interviewing practices. Almost half of the 
officers indicated that they had not received formal training 
or additional ‘refresher’ courses, even though almost all of 
them conduct investigative interviews with suspects and/
or children as lead interviewers. Investigative interviewing 
is a demanding and specialised area, requiring a broad 
comprehension of psychological aspects, including memory, 
cognitive biases, and suggestibility. Having access to up-to-
date training is crucial to ensure that interviewing practices 
are evidence-based and reflect the current understanding of 
forensic interviewing. While several respondents may not 
yet see the value of having longer and repeated training 
sessions, improvement in interviewing practice may only 
be observed following refresher training (Rischke et al. 
2011). It is acknowledged that it takes time for trainees 
to consolidate new information and integrate skills into 
practice; nevertheless, Rischke et al. (2011) asserted that 
training programmes that space learning, in which materials 
are reviewed at regular intervals, may be more effective at 
encouraging maximum information retention and behaviour 
change.

Moreover, while the majority of interviewers viewed the 
interview process to be a very important part of the inves-
tigation process, many rated their own interviewing skills 
as average. The fact that both trained and untrained officers 
report their proficiency as average may point towards a lack 
of confidence in their investigative interviewing practice. It 
also appears that there is little evidence of routine supervi-
sion on the quality of interviews. As suspect interviews are 
not recorded, there is limited opportunity for interviewers 
to review their practice and obtain feedback. These findings 
serve to further highlight a deficit in investigative interview-
ing training, likely due to the lack of financial resources for 

appropriate expertise and facilities to support such activities. 
That being said, a small number of participants in the current 
sample reported an initiative in gaining more information 
about evidence-based investigative interviewing techniques 
that works. They exhibited an interest in role-playing inter-
views with fellow colleagues as part of the practical training 
process and to receive feedback.

An inadequacy of training and implementation of 
a structured, standardised guide may have led to some 
unintended consequences. It is not surprising that officers 
still engage in inappropriate methods of investigative 
interviewing, with approximately half the respondents in the 
current sample indicating that they have used maximisation 
tactics and repetitive questioning in at least one of their 
interviews with suspects. Similarly, a substantial percentage 
of participants reported using suggestive questioning in their 
child interviews and thought this was an effective technique. 
The present data reflects a pattern that is similar to that seen 
in other countries prior to the introduction of structured 
and evidence-based protocols (e.g. Baldwin 1993). For 
instance, a study conducted by Sumampouw et al. (2020) in 
Indonesia, a neighbouring country that shares many cultural 
similarities with Malaysia, reported that police interviewers 
who have not been trained in an evidence-based protocol 
used directive and option-posing questions extensively in 
child forensic interviewing. It is now established that tactics 
such as maximisation and situation futility are problematic in 
that they increase a one’s susceptibility to false confessions 
(Kassin 2014), whereas the use of leading or suggestive 
questions that implies a desired response tends to yield 
information of poorer quality (Loftus 2005; Sharman and 
Powell 2012).

With regard to deception detection, more than half of the 
present sample were confident that they can detect deceit 
during a suspect interview. Interestingly, many attributed 
their lie detection ability to non-verbal cues, despite research 
to date showing that not only the relationship between non-
verbal behaviour and deception is faint and unreliable, peo-
ple also often overestimate their ability to detect deception 
(for a review, see Vrij et al. 2019). Non-verbal lie detection 
techniques remain popular among investigators even when 
there is no clear evidence that they actually work. Misjudg-
ing deception can cause innocent people to suffer unjust 
punishment; it is therefore important to highlight gaps in 
non-verbal deception research in order to ensure that prac-
titioners are engaging in evidence-based practice, as well 
as to prevent miscarriages of justice. Continuous training is 
crucial to enhance practitioners’ knowledge and understand-
ing of investigative interviewing.

Building and maintaining rapport during investigative 
interviewing is said to enhance trust, produce more coop-
eration, overcome resistance, which can in turn increase 
the amount of information provided by suspects, witnesses, 
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or victims (Collins et al. 2002). However, the present data 
shows that many interviewers are unable to define critical 
elements of rapport clearly, which is unsurprising given that 
even researchers within the field have yet to achieve defini-
tional clarity of the construct (Saywitz et al. 2015). There is 
therefore a need to further refine its operationalisation, and 
to test its effects through empirical research.

In relation to the use of props in child interviews, there 
has not been consistent evidence that forensic interviewing 
aids such as anatomical dolls improve children’s ability to 
produce more accurate details without elevating the risk of 
erroneous reporting (Poole et al. 2011). In fact, guidelines in 
several countries (e.g., Sweden) strongly advise against the 
use of props or objects. However, the use of anatomical dolls 
appears to be prevalent in practice according to the current 
data. Practitioners often report specific barriers relating to 
forensic interviews with very young children and the neces-
sity to modify existing protocols, which signifies a need for 
additional guidelines for this age group (Magnusson et al. 
2020). To be able to come up with standardised guidelines 
that are empirically validated and fit for purpose, research-
ers should take into account concerns raised by investigative 
interviewers.

A substantial percentage of respondents endorsed the 
video-recording of interviews with criminal suspects, 
and many interviewers in the current sample review their 
own recordings of child interviews. Electronic recording 
of interviews provides veridical documentation of the 
interview procedures and individuals’ statements. This is 
promising, as it has been shown that video-recording may 
inhibit the use of certain confrontational interrogation 
tactics that could increase the risk of false confessions 
in suspects, including maximisation and minimisation 
(Kassin et al. 2014). Having recorded interviews also 
makes it possible for interviewers, supervisors, and train-
ers to appraise existing interview practices and facilitate 
professional development.

While there are decades of scholarship by research-
ers, social scientists, and clinicians on best ways to elicit 
comprehensive and accurate information from suspects, 
witnesses, and victims, the transfer of knowledge to 
practitioners have not always been successful, evident 
through the failure of agencies to align their practices 
with evidence-based recommendations. The lack of 
investment in adequate and appropriate training makes it 
very challenging to translate robust research findings into 
policies and practices in the field. Expert interviewing 
skills can only be developed through practice and routine 
guidance, it is thus important for forensic interviewers 
to train and utilise best practice strategies consistently, 
enabling them to recognise instances of poor practice and 
work towards improving standards. According to Lamb 
(2016), the key players in the criminal justice system, 

namely the police force, social service agencies, pros-
ecutors, defence lawyers, and judges, need to be aware 
that the quality of testimony is heavily depended upon 
the interviewers’ ability to elicit information. Only when 
this fact is widely acknowledged that policy makers will 
push for improvements in the investigative interviewing 
process.

Limitations

The current sample was drawn from one of the thirteen 
states in Malaysia as a result of convenience sampling, as 
the researchers were invited to deliver a talk in the Perak 
state contingent as part of a ‘Sexual and Child Abuse Inves-
tigation Training Course’ for the investigating officers in the 
Crime Investigation Department. The police officers who 
attended the training course were from the Sexual, Women 
and Child Investigations Division (D11), limiting the sample 
to investigators who primarily handle criminal cases involv-
ing sexual and domestic abuse. Whilst the small sample size 
may not be representative of the entire Malaysian police 
population, it is likely to be indicative of the situation in 
the Perak state.

As the data is based on self-report measures, what inter-
viewers say they do may not necessarily reflect their actual 
interviewing practices, and can be biased by social desir-
ability effects or difficulties in estimating own behaviour. 
Nevertheless, survey data is valuable in providing insights 
into the knowledge and perceptions of practitioners.

Conclusion

This survey provides a first glimpse of investigating inter-
viewing practices in a country in South East Asia. Findings 
highlight, at least for one investigation unit in Malaysia, that 
investigative interviews conducted by police officers are not 
always guided by best practice protocols. Techniques that are 
inappropriate for forensic purposes contaminate and compro-
mise testimony, which may impede the progress of investiga-
tions, risk injustice for the people involved, and fuel public’s 
distrust of the police. On the assumption that the current find-
ings are generalisable to other police units in Malaysia, critical 
effort should be placed in educating the police force of best 
practices that will effectively and justly maximise information 
disclosure in these interviews. This calls for a revision of the 
current training procedures and an implementation of stand-
ardised guidelines in how investigative interviews should be 
conducted. Collaborations and discussions between practition-
ers and academics should also be encouraged, as this will help 
researchers better understand the needs of serving the police 
force and help set future research agendas.
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