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Abstract

This study compared the Stepwise Interview, Cognitive

Interview, and Reality Interview in detecting deception with

inmates. The dependent measures were the amount of

unique details provided during the free narrative and mne-

monics and the number of words provided during the free

narrative and mnemonics of each interview. The Stepwise

Interview generated 58.3% accuracy, the Cognitive Inter-

view generated 70.0% accuracy, and the Reality Interview

generated 93.3% accuracy. The different tasks of these

interviews increased the differences between honest and

deceptive statements and therefore, increased the accuracy

in detection of deception. Differential recall enhancement is

used to explain the findings.
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credibility assessment, detecting deception, investigative
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1 | INTRODUCTION

Detecting deception is difficult for professionals and laypersons alike (Colwell, James‐Kangal, Hiscock‐Anisman, &

Phelan, 2015; Hauch, Sporer, Michael, & Meissner, 2016; Mann, Vrij, & Bull, 2004; Porter & Brinke, 2010). However,

certain interview techniques can enhance recall for honest respondents yet increase the difficulty experienced by

deceptive respondents. The concept of differential recall enhancement (DRE) was created to explain the performance
- - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - -

this work.

J Investig Psychol Offender Profil. 2019;16:44–58.
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of these techniques (Colwell et al., 2015; Colwell, Hiscock‐Anisman, & Fede, 2013). Thus, interviews that generate

more DRE lead to larger differences between honest and deceptive statements and improve the detection of decep-

tion1 (Ansarra et al., 2011; Colwell, Hiscock, & Memon, 2002; Colwell et al., 2009; Colwell, Hiscock‐Anisman,

Memon, Rachel, & Colwell, 2007; Hartwig, Granhag, Strömwall, & Kronkvist, 2006; Hartwig, Granhag, Strömwall, &

Vrij, 2005; Liu et al., 2010; Suckle‐Nelson et al., 2010).

The research into DRE began with the recognition of the different cognitive and interpersonal demands placed

upon deceptive versus honest respondents (Colwell et al., 2002; Colwell et al., 2007; Mann & Vrij, 2006; Vrij,

Granhag, Mann, & Leal, 2011). For example, deceptive respondents are required to provide enough information to

satisfy the interviewer without making contradictions or releasing sensitive information (Ansarra et al., 2011; Colwell

et al., 2013; Colwell, Hiscock‐Anisman, Memon, Taylor, & Prewett, 2008; Hartwig, Granhag, & Strömwall, 2007;

Hines et al., 2010; Tekin et al., 2015; Tekin, Granhag, Stromwall, & Vrij, 2016).

Deceptive respondents often form a lie script to cope with these demands (and those who do not prepare a

script in advance often attempt to use their first description of the target event as a script). A deceptive respondent

can think about and respond from this script rather than memory for the original event. The script provides a way to

satisfy the interviewer without the worry of releasing sensitive information or making contradictions. Thus, a lie script

is a powerful tool for impression management (Colwell et al., 2007; Colwell et al., 2013; Porter & Yuille, 1996; Suckle‐

Nelson et al., 2010). Honest respondents do not perceive the same need for control of information and impression

management. Therefore, honest respondents are free to respond based upon their memory of the original event

without the preparation of a script (Colwell, Hiscock‐Anisman, Memon, & Michlik, 2006; Hines et al., 2010). For hon-

est respondents, there is less concern with minor contradictions or deviations from previous descriptions of the tar-

get event. Lie scripts mean that deceptive respondents are attempting to stick to the same story and tell it the same

way each time. Honest respondents, who are less likely to use scripts, are also less likely to worry about changes.

Interviewers can take advantage of this situation. An open‐ended recall task that allows a deceptive respondent

to present a lie script and an honest respondent to present a free narrative is the first step (Colwell et al., 2002). The

next steps employ mnemonics and careful recall tasks that interfere with a deceptive respondent's ability to inhibit

her or his memory for the original event. These mnemonics take advantage of the different cognitive demands of

honest versus deceptive responding (Colwell et al., 2007; Colwell et al., 2013), increase the cognitive load placed

upon deceptive respondents (Vrij, Leal, Mann, & Fisher, 2012), and highlight attempts at impression management

on behalf of deceptive respondents (Colwell et al., 2013; Hartwig, Granhag, Stromwall, & Doering, 2010). The mne-

monics that have been used previously are mental reinstatement of context, recall from another perspective, and

reverse‐order recall. The careful recall tasks used previously have been of the two‐alternative, forced‐choice format.

These present a choice between a correct and an incorrect piece of evidence from the target event. If there is not

enough evidence that is known with certainty, then these questions may require a, “yes or no,” response about some

aspect of the original event that is not likely to be part of a prepared script (Colwell et al., 2013).

In clinical assessment, two‐alternative, forced‐choice questions are frequently used on their own, such as in the

assessment of malingering (Colwell & Colwell, 2011; Colwell, Colwell, & Perry, 2008; Colwell & Sjerven, 2005; Hiscock

& Hiscock, 1989). In an investigative interview, the presentation of two‐alternative, forced‐choice questions begins

after several precautions are taken. These include rapport, transfer of control to the respondent, the elicitation of a free

narrative, and a mental reinstatement of context mnemonic so that the respondent's memory is protected as much as

possible from contamination (Colwell et al., 2002; Colwell et al., 2013; Memon, Zaragoza, Clifford, & Kidd, 2010).

There are three widely used investigative interviews that contain some, or all, of the steps listed above. They dif-

fer in process in a manner that should elicit different amounts of DRE. The Stepwise Interview (Table 1; Porter,

Juodis, & Leanne, 2010; Yuille, 1989) comprises rapport‐building, transfer of control, and the elicitation of a free‐
1Credibility assessment determines whether a statement appears to be an honest recall of a genuine memory. Detection of deception

determines whether a statement is honest versus deliberately distorted. In instances such as the present work, when the ground truth

is known, credibility assessment becomes truth confirmation and detecting deception remains recognising lies. The techniques stud-

ied in this paper are tools for both credibility assessment and detection of deception.
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TABLE 1 Stepwise Interview

Interview segment Recall task
Scoring
segment

Demographics and rapport Discussion with RA. Simple conversation. None

Recall of two events 1. Please describe, in as much detail as possible, everything you
can remember about your first day on this Prison Unit.

2. Please describe, in as much detail as possible, everything you
can remember about the last meal you have eaten.

None

Free narrative “” everything you can remember about the event that you witnessed. Free narrative

Probe 1—Research “” everything you can remember about the research assistant. Mnemonics

Probe 2—Participant “” everything you can remember about the man with the newspaper. Mnemonics

Probe 3—Thief “” everything you can remember about the last man to enter the room. Mnemonics

Retelling This is the last question. Will you, “” everything you can remember
about the event that you witnessed?

Mnemonics

Note. “” = “Please describe, in as much detail as possible.”
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narrative prior to more specific recall tasks (Colwell, Hiscock‐Anisman, & Fede, 2014; Vallano & Compo, 2013). The

Cognitive Interview (Table 2; Geiselman, 1984; Memon, Meissner, & Fraser, 2010) begins with the exact same tasks

as the Stepwise Interview. The difference happens when the Cognitive Interview employs open‐ended mnemonics

designed to elicit additional free narrative responses, where the Stepwise Interview moves into specific, open‐ended,

probes. The mnemonics utilise multiple retrieval pathways, spread of activation, and schema‐consistent recall to

enhance recall for honest respondents. These same mnemonics take advantage of the differing cognitive and inter-

personal demands of deception by using non‐directive, open‐ended tasks, increased cognitive demands/cognitive

load for deceivers (Colwell et al., 2002; Colwell et al., 2007; Vrij, Fisher, Mann, & Leal, 2008). The Reality Interview

(Table 3; Colwell et al., 2013; Colwell et al., 2002; Colwell et al., 2015) is identical to the Cognitive Interview, but with

the addition of the forced‐choice questions. These present additional recall cues for honest respondents. They also

make it more difficult for a deceptive respondent to inhibit memory of the original event and/or to use a lie script.
TABLE 2 Cognitive Interview

Interview segment Recall task
Scoring
segment

Demographics and rapport Discussion with RA. Simple conversation. None

Recall of two events 1. Please describe, in as much detail as possible, everything
you can remember about your first day on this Prison Unit.

2. Please describe, in as much detail as possible, everything
you can remember about the last meal you have eaten.

None

Free narrative “” everything you can remember about the event that you witnessed. Free narrative

Mental reinstatement of
context

Think back to the event you just described. Take as long as you
would like. Think about the sights, sounds, smells, the other people
in the room, and your own thoughts and feelings. Take your time.
When you are ready, please describe everything you can remember.

Mnemonics

Recall from another
perspective

Imagine that you had been somewhere else in the room (i.e., in another
seat, or in the place of another person). “” everything you would have
seen from that perspective.

Mnemonics

Reverse order recall “” everything that you can remember in reverse order, beginning with
the last thing you witnessed and ending with the first.

Mnemonics

Retelling This is the last question. Will you, “” everything you can remember
about the event that you witnessed?

Mnemonics

Note. “” = “Please describe, in as much detail as possible.”
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TABLE 3 Reality Interview

Interview segment Recall task
Scoring
segment

Demographics and rapport Discussion with RA. Simple conversation. None

Recall of two events 1. Please describe, in as much detail as possible,
everything you can remember about your first
day on this Prison Unit.

2. Please describe, in as much detail as possible,
everything you can remember about the last
meal you have eaten.

None

Free narrative “” everything you can remember about the event
that you witnessed.

Free narrative

Mental reinstatement of context Think back to the event you just described. Take
as long as you would like. Think about the sights,
sounds, smells, the other people in the room, and
your own thoughts and feelings. Take your time.
When you are ready, please describe everything
you can remember.

Mnemonics

Forced Choice 1 1. Did you witness a crime?
2. Was this an act of violence?
3. If a police officer had been there, would anyone

have been arrested?

Not scored

Recall from another perspective Imagine that you had been somewhere else in the
room (i.e., in another seat, or in the place of
another person). “” everything you would have
seen from that perspective.

Mnemonics

Forced Choice 2 4. Did anyone speak with an accent?
5. Did anyone intend to harm anyone else?
6. Have you ever witnessed anything like this before?

Not scored

Reverse order recall “” everything that you can remember in reverse order,
beginning with the last thing you witnessed and
ending with the first.

Mnemonics

Forced Choice 3 7. Did anything about the event you witnessed seem
unusual?

8. Which was closer to the front of the desk, the clock
or the rings?

9. Do you think you could be mistaken about
anything you have said so far?

Not scored

Retelling This is the last question. Will you, “” everything you
can remember about the event that you witnessed?

Mnemonics

Note. “” = “Please describe, in as much detail as possible.”
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Finally, forced‐choice questions model brief and non‐detailed responding, which may entice deceptive respondents

into providing short responses (Ansarra et al., 2011; Colwell, Hiscock‐Anisman, et al., 2008; Colwell et al., 2002).

These interviews should create a continuum in their ability to elicit DRE. The smallest differences between honest

and deceptive statements should be created by the Stepwise Interview. Larger differences between honest and

deceptive statements should be created by the Cognitive Interview. The largest differences between honest and

deceptive statements should be created by the Reality Interview. Similarly, the Stepwise Interview should correspond

with the lowest accuracy rate in detecting deception. The Cognitive Interview should generate a significantly higher

accuracy rate. The Reality Interview should generate the highest rate of accuracy in detecting deception.

Current research

No investigative interview is optimal for all situations. The interview used in each specific situation should be chosen

based upon the respondent and the purpose of the interview (Colwell et al., 2002). The current effort compared the
m
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Stepwise Interview, the Cognitive Interview, and the Reality Interview in their ability to elicit DRE and facilitate the

detection of deception. A mock theft using live actors was staged in front of incarcerated male witnesses. Each par-

ticipant was interviewed in one of the three conditions. The hypotheses were based upon DRE. The dependent mea-

sures were chosen because of their ability to demonstrate recall enhancement—the amount of information and the

number of words both are excellent ways to operationalise recall performance. The entire ACID system was not used

because the other variables in the system focus upon impression management (TTR) and upon contradictions within a

statement or between a statement and available evidence (coherence). These variables were not as relevant to DRE.

Increased DRE should correspond to more words and unique details added after a free narrative for honest

respondents, and fewer words and unique details added after a free narrative by deceptive respondents. Therefore,

it was hypothesised that (a) the Stepwise Interview would not elicit significant differences in the number of words or

number of details added when comparing honest with deceptive statements. (b) The Cognitive Interview would elicit

significant differences in the number of words and number of details added after the free narrative when comparing

honest with deceptive statements. (c) The Reality Interview would elicit significantly more words and unique details

added in the statements of honest respondents and would elicit significantly fewer words and details added in the

statements of deceptive respondents when compared with the Cognitive Interview. (d) The Stepwise Interview

was hypothesised to have the lowest classification accuracy. (e) The Cognitive Interview was hypothesised to have

an intermediate level of classification accuracy. (f) The Reality Interview is hypothesised to have the highest level

of classification accuracy.
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2 | METHOD

2.1 | Participants

This study examined statements provided by 180 incarcerated male participants. About 56.7% of participants

endorsed “Caucasian,” as their ethnicity, 25.6% endorsed “African American,” 14.4% endorsed “Hispanic,” 1.6%

endorsed “Asian,” and 1.7% endorsed “other.” These participants were selected by sending a written description of

the study to every fifth name on the general prison roster, excluding those who were in administrative segregation.

Incarcerated participants were chosen because this guaranteed that each participant had experienced an inves-

tigative interview. Also, the research was designed to be relevant to police interviewing, and this sample matches

those who are interviewed by police much better than a college student sample. Finally, inmates have demonstrated

a better awareness of deception and its detection than other groups; thus, it was important to make certain that

techniques derived studying college students worked the same with inmates (Hartwig, Granhag, Strömwall, &

Andersson, 2004). The prison was a general population unit, which meant that the participants were convicted of

an array of offences, including drug crimes, assault, robbery, and sex offences. It was not possible to collect data

regarding the actual crime of record for each participant.

A total of 228 participants were presented the scene and interviewed. Of these, 180 were randomly selected (60

per interview type) for transcription, coding, and inclusion in this data set.
A
 articles are governed by the applicable C
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2.2 | Design

The participants were randomly assigned in a 3 × 2 experimental matrix. The independent variables were interview

(stepwise, cognitive, and reality) and honesty (honest responding vs. deceptive responding). There were 30 partici-

pants in each of the six cells, so that N = 180.
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2.3.1 | Staged theft

After arrival and informed consent, the participants were seated in a desk in a classroom. During this time, there was

a research assistant (RA), a Caucasian woman in her early 30s, dressed in a lab coat, seated behind the desk at the

front of the classroom. When everyone was quiet and facing the front of the room, the scene began. The RA took

her rings off, placed them on the desk, and applied lotion to her hands. At this point, the imposter participant entered

the room. He was a Caucasian man in his early 20s of notable stature. He was 6′7″ tall and weighed about 285 lb.

The imposter participant was obviously not one of the inmates due to the way he was dressed and his briefcase.

However, he went through the same basic sequence of behaviours as the participants. He entered the room and

asked if this was the “memory study.” He was told he was in the correct place. Then he was given a consent form

that he was told to have a seat, read, and sign the form. The imposter participant took a seat beside and somewhat

in front of the RA's desk, facing the real participants. Once seated, he opened his briefcase, removed a newspaper,

and began reading it.

The thief barged in and began yelling about waiting and being locked out. He was a Caucasian man in his late 20s,

just over 6 ft tall, who weighed about 200 lb. The RA told the thief to take a seat and then read and complete the

informed consent document. The RA looked at the time, said she had to speak with the professor, and rushed out

of the room. The thief stood behind the desk. He surveyed the items on the desk. The he looked at the crowd

and smiled. He deliberately and obviously stole several of the items. The real participants had a clear view of the desk

and the thief, but the imposter participant was focused on his newspaper. The thief stole several items and put them

into his coat pockets. Among these, he stole four rings and put them on his fingers (they did not fit properly). Finally,

he stole a piece of gum, unwrapped it, and put it into his mouth. He smiled at the audience again. Then the thief told

the imposter participant that he had another appointment, and he left. The RA returned, looked at her desk, and

realised that things were gone. This same scene was repeated as closely as possible for small groups of participants,

ranging from 13 to 27. There were no major deviations from the scene with any of these groups (the

researchers/actors had performed this same scene more than 20 times each by the time of this experiment).
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2.3.2 | Instructions and motivation

At this point, the participants were given randomised packets that determined their interview and honesty condi-

tions. Each participant met with a RA who reviewed his instructions with him. Each participant was told that he

was to participate in an investigative interview regarding the theft that he had witnessed. Those in the honest con-

dition were instructed to “Report everything as honestly and completely as possible, making certain that theThief can

be found guilty.” Those in the deceptive condition were instructed to “Imagine that you know the Thief. Lie so that

the Thief will not be found guilty.” It is not ethically permissible to provide monetary incentives to incarcerated par-

ticipants. Therefore, motivation was addressed through (a) attempting to create a strong interviewer–interviewee

relationship within a comfortable setting and (b) the pep talk. In the pep talk, a member of the research team spoke

with each witness for about 2 min. All were reminded that the research aimed to move law enforcement towards

information gathering and away from manipulation or interrogation. Those in the honest condition were reminded

of the importance of being able to remember and describe what they had seen (i.e., told that the research would

never have an impact on the way that police treat victims, witnesses, and suspects unless the respondents worked

hard to provide a complete and accurate memory). Those in the deceptive condition were told of the importance

of providing a convincing lie and making certain that the thief was not held accountable (i.e., told that the research

would never have an impact on how police treat victims, witnesses, and suspects unless the deceivers worked hard

to deceive the interviewer and escape detection).
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2.3.3 | Interviews

Participants were given approximately 5 min to prepare for the interview. Each participant was interviewed by one of

nine trained undergraduate interviewers using either a Stepwise Interview, Cognitive Interview, or Reality Interview.

All interviewers were trained in each interview.

Interviewers were trained by the professor who runs the lab. The training involved a 1 hr lecture and viewing of a

video of each interview. The interviewers then interviewed one another. Finally, each interviewer recorded a video of

themselves using each interview script. The professor viewed each video with the interviewer from that video and

provided feedback on technique. At this point, the interviewer was cleared to do interviews for the study.

These statements were transcribed and prepared for analysis. The entire interaction was transcribed. These tran-

scripts were first examined to determine that interviews had been conducted properly. The forced‐choice segments

of the Reality Interview were redacted so that each transcript appeared to have the same number of segments. Fol-

lowing this, a scoring version was created that only showed the statements of the participant. The raters did not

know which interview elicited each statement.
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2.3.4 | Scoring

The dependent measures were Number of Unique Details Free Narrative (DFN), Number of Unique Details added

during Mnemonics (DMN), Response Length Free Narrative (RFN), and the Response Length Mnemonics (RMN).

Each detail was only counted the first time it was presented. Those initially presented during the Free Narrative were

tallied as DFN. Those initially presented during the interview segments that followed the Free Narrative were tallied

as DMN. DFN and DMN were scored by hand. RFN and RMN were scored by Wordscan software, which has an

established test–retest reliability of 1.0 (Colwell et al., 2002). Details were counted only if they were relevant. Also,

each detail was only counted once. As an example, the sentence “He placed the wallet on the desk” has a new detail

for almost every word. “He,” “placed,” “wallet,” “on the,” and “desk” are each unique details. This gives a total of 5.

Now, assume that in the same statement, the sentence, “He placed the red wallet on the wooden desk,” was pre-

sented. This sentence would only contain two new details, “red” and “wooden.”

Undergraduate raters were provided standard training. Raters were given a lecture about how to recognise rel-

evant statement details. Then they were provided with four transcripts from previous studies. The first transcript was

scored as a group. The second transcript was scored with two raters working together. The remaining transcripts

were scored by each rater working individually. Each rater's scoring of the fourth transcript was compared with a

key. Those raters who could not agree with the key regarding DFR and DMN at above a 90% level were required

to score yet another transcript. This training resulted in 10 raters, with an average proportion agreement to the cod-

ing key of 93%. One additional rater scored RFR and RMN using Wordscan.

Each rater scored 36 transcripts, and each transcript was scored twice, by two different raters. Rater 1 scored

Transcripts 1–18, Rater 2 scored Transcripts 18–1, and this reverse‐order pairing was continued until Rater 9 scored

Transcripts 161–180 and Rater 10 scored transcripts 180–161. Each pair of raters was given six transcripts from the

Stepwise Interview, six transcripts from the Cognitive Interview, and six transcripts from the Reality Interview. ICCs

were calculated to demonstrate interrater reliability. ICC values between raters were 0.86 for DFN and 0.89 for

DMN.
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3 | RESULTS

The first manipulation check was the review of instructions with each participant. Second, each transcript was read

by two raters and separated into two groups based upon whether the statement contained in each could be used as

evidence against the alleged thief. This grouping was compared with the experimental instructions. The two raters
m
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agreed on all statements,2 thereby demonstrating that all participants followed their instructions. Third, it was veri-

fied that each statement was elicited using the proper interview. Finally, each participant was asked to endorse

whether they had responded honestly or deceptively as a part of a post‐interview questionnaire. There was 100%

agreement between these endorsements and the honesty condition.

Each of the dependent measures generated skewness and kurtosis statistics between −2 and +2. There was no

need to assess homogeneity of variance due to having 30 participants per cell. Therefore, the data were considered

acceptable for further analysis.

The first analysis for this study was an overall (2 × 3) MANOVA to determine whether there were significant dif-

ferences in the dependent measures of DFN, DMN, RFN, and RMN as a function of interview and honesty. There

was a significant effect for honesty, V = 0.58, F (7,171) = 33.63, p < 0.001,η2p ¼ 0:58 and a significant interview × hon-

esty interaction, V = 0.39, F (14,340) = 5.97, p = 0.008, η2p ¼ 0:20:The statement characteristics (means and standard

deviations) elicited by each interview, and the differences between honesty and deception within each interview are

presented in Table 4.
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3.1 | Interaction effect

The different amount of DRE elicited by each interview created an interview × honesty interaction in the number of

details and words obtained. This interaction was examined for each interview, for both honest and deceptive respon-

dents (Table 5).
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3.1.1 | Honest respondents

For honest respondents, there was a significant relationship between interview and DMN; F (2,87) = 18.73,

p < 0.001, partial eta2 = 0.30. An LSD test indicated that the mean difference in DMN between the Stepwise Inter-

view and the Cognitive Interview of 15.27 (95% CI = 7.20, 23.34) was significant, p = 0.037. The mean difference in

DMN between the Cognitive Interview and the Reality Interview of 10.18 (95% CI = 1.96, 18.40) was also significant,

p = 0.025. Thus, for honest respondents, the Stepwise Interview elicited the fewest number of DMN, the Cognitive

Interview elicited an intermediate number of DMN, and the Reality Interview elicited the largest number of DMN.

For honest respondents, there was a similar effect of interview upon RMN; F (2,86) = 11.5, p < 0.001, partial

eta2 = 0.21. An LSD test indicated that the mean difference in RMN between the Stepwise Interview and the Cog-

nitive Interview of 63.15 (95% CI = 21.89, 104.42) was significant, p = 0.006. The mean difference in RMN between

the Cognitive Interview and the Reality Interview of 38.31 (95% CI = 3.71, 80.33) was also significant, p = 0.024.

Thus, for honest respondents, the Stepwise Interview elicited the fewest number of RMN, the Cognitive Interview

elicited an intermediate number of RMN, and the Reality Interview elicited the largest number of RMN.
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3.1.2 | Deceptive respondents

For deceptive respondents, there was a significant relationship between interview and DMN; F (2,86) = 12.70,

p < 0.001, partial eta2 = 0.22. An LSD test indicated that the mean difference in DMN between the Stepwise Interview

and the Cognitive Interview of 12.08 (95% CI = 2.60, 21.57) was significant, p = 0.008. The mean difference in DMN

between the Cognitive Interview and the Reality Interview of 10.99 (95% CI = 1.65, 20.32) was also significant,

p = 0.003. Thus, for deceptive respondents, the Stepwise Interview elicited the largest number of DMN, the Cognitive

Interview elicited an intermediate number of DMN, and the Reality Interview elicited the lowest number of DMN.
2One participant misunderstood the instructions and chose to lie to get the thief out of trouble by talking about the effect that con-

ditions of confinement have upon one's judgement. This case was dropped and replaced by one of the reserve cases that were

assessed in anticipation of data attrition.
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TABLE 4 Descriptive statistics and effect sizes for DV's comparing honest versus deceptive statements within each
interview

Stepwise Interview

Honest Deceptive

F (1,59) p η2
pMean SD Mean SD

DFN 47.92 17.98 42.77 10.56 1.95 0.167 0.03

DMN 47.40 12.46 47.90 12.46 0.02 0.903 <0.01

RFN 307.20 39.74 125.43 40.56 5.16 0.031 0.08

RMN 310.03 61.95 293.4 62.70 1.07 0.303 0.02

Cognitive Interview

Honest Deceptive

F (1,59) p η2
pMean SD Mean SD

DFN 45.91 18.25 36.38 10.82 5.66 0.024 0.09

DMN 62.51 17.11 35.55 26.68 22.46 0.003 0.28

RFN 294.41 131.50 112.93 50.85 7.31 0.008 0.11

RMN 373.19 105.24 225.34 112.07 28.23 0.005 0.32

Reality Interview

Honest Deceptive

F (1,59) p η2
pMean SD Mean SD

DFN 45.82 11.53 42.31 4.56 1.64 0.213 0.03

DMN 72.68 17.87 24.56 14.11 135.43 0.002 0.70

RFN 306.82 138.60 114.06 52.39 9.00 0.003 0.13

RMN 411.50 68.63 192.75 73.87 139.85 0.008 0.71

Note. DFN: detail free narrative; DMN: detail mnemonics; RFN: response length free narrative; RMN: response length
mnemonics.
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For deceptive respondents, there was a similar effect of interview upon RMN; F (2,86) = 11.2, p < 0.001, partial

eta2 = 0.20. An LSD test indicated that the mean difference in RMN between the Stepwise Interview and the Cognitive

Interview of 68.6 (95% CI = 24.10, 112.01) was significant, p < 0.001. The mean difference in RMN between the

Cognitive Interview and the Reality Interview of 32.59 (95%CI = 3.71, 80.33) approached significancewith a one‐tailed

p = 0.065. Thus, for deceptive respondents, the Stepwise Interview elicited the largest number of RMN, the Cognitive

Interview elicited an intermediate amount, and the Reality Interview elicited the lowest number of RMN.

3.1.3 | Summary of interaction effects

The Reality Interview elicited the most details (DMN) and words (RMN) of any interview from honest respondents

and the fewest details and words from deceptive respondents. The Stepwise Interview elicited very similar numbers

of details and words for both honest and deceptive respondents. The Cognitive Interview performed at an interme-

diate level, falling between the other two. The Reality Interview was the most successful at magnifying the differ-

ences between honest and deceptive respondents, that is, the Reality Interview elicited the most DRE.

3.1.4 | Accuracy rates

One of the most important aspects of the present study was the comparison of the interviews in classifying state-

ments as honest or deceptive. A discriminant function analysis was used within each interview to make these classi-

fications. These rates are presented in Table 6.
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TABLE 5 Pairwise comparisons of the interview × honesty interaction effects.

Stepwise Interview versus Cognitive Interview

Interaction effect Dependent measure F (1,113) p Value η2
p

Interview × honesty DFN 1.17 0.282 0.01
DMN 17.89 <0.01 0.13
RFN 0.01 0.921 <0.01
RMN 16.56 <0.001 0.12

Cognitive Interview versus Reality Interview

Interaction effect Dependent measure F (1,113) p Value η2
p

Interview × honesty DFN 1.01 0.317 0.01
DMN 9.02 0.003 0.07
RFN 0.10 0.752 <0.01
RMN 4.47 0.037 0.04

Reality Interview versus Stepwise Interview

Interaction effect Dependent measure F (1,113) p Value η2
p

Interview × honesty DFN 1.4 0.239 <0.01
DMN 33.0 <0.001 0.22
RFN 0.92 0.340 <0.01
RMN 21.1 <0.001 0.15

Note. DFN: detail free narrative; DMN: detail mnemonics; RFN: response length free narrative; RMN: response length
mnemonics.

TABLE 6 Classification rates as honest versus deceptive using DFA with DFN, DMN, RFN, and RMN as predictors

Stepwise Interview

Predicted honest (%) Predicted deceptive (%) Overall percentage accuracy

Honest 17 (56.7) 13 (43.3)

Deceptive 12 (40.0) 18 (60.0)

58.3%

Cognitive Interview

Predicted honest (%) Predicted deceptive (%) Overall percentage accuracy

Honest 22 (20) 8 (10)

Deceptive 9 (10) 21 (20)

70.0%

Reality Interview

Predicted honest (%) Predicted deceptive (%) Overall percentage accuracy

Honest 27 (90.0) 3 (10.0)

Deceptive 1 (0.3) 29 (96.7)

93.3%
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The binomial statistic was used to determine whether the interview accuracy rates differed from chance, as well

as from one another. First, the accuracy rate generated by the Stepwise Interview (58%) was compared with the

expected chance rate of 50%. For 60 observations, the number correct generated by the Stepwise Interview is 35.

This was a statistically significant improvement over the number correct of 30 associated with chance performance,

p = 0.045. Next, the accuracy rate generated by the Cognitive Interview (73%) was compared with the accuracy rate
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was a statistically significant improvement in accuracy over the number correct of 35 generated by the Stepwise

Interview, p = 0.010. Finally, the accuracy rate generated by the Reality Interview (93.3%) was compared with that

generated by the Cognitive Interview (73%). For 60 observations, the number correct generated by the Reality Inter-

view (56) was a statistically significant improvement over the number correct generated by the Cognitive Interview

(43), p < 0.001. The Reality Interview led to the highest classification accuracy, followed by the Cognitive Interview,

followed by the Stepwise Interview.
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4 | DISCUSSION

This study demonstrated the relative ability of three investigative interviewing techniques. The Stepwise Interview,

Cognitive Interview, and the Reality Interview were compared in eliciting information, eliciting DRE, and detecting

deception. The Reality Interview performed better than the others in all three of these areas. These findings are made

more important by the following: (a) The interviews and assessment criteria have a theoretical basis (Colwell et al.,

2013). (b) The interviews are existing techniques that are not difficult for professionals (Colwell et al., 2012; Colwell

et al., 2015) or lay people (Colwell et al., 2009; Montalvo et al., 2013) to learn and apply. (c) The content criteria are

also easy to train and apply (Colwell et al., 2009; Colwell et al., 2015). (d) There are no special tools required. (e) The

techniques can be used for face‐to‐face interactions, telephone conversations, and Internet‐mediated communication

(Colwell et al., 2013).
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4.1 | Theoretical implications

The construct of DRE provides a theoretical mechanism that explains the relative performance of investigative inter-

views. For an interview to generate DRE, it must increase the amount of unique information provided by honest

respondents while decreasing the amount of unique information provided by deceptive respondents. Honest state-

ments grow through spontaneous addition of detail through the course of the interview, whereas deceptive state-

ments tend to not have additional of detail through the course of the interview.

The DRE paradigm emphasises helping honest respondents to provide information. It assumes that the goal of

research in investigative interviewing is to increase the accuracy of legal decision‐making. To accomplish this, it is

important to create situations in which honest witnesses and innocent suspects feel comfortable and have every

chance to tell their version of events (Vallano & Compo, 2013). This is at least as important as increasing the amount

of effort required by deceptive respondents. Catching liars can be a good thing, but finding the truth is almost always

a good thing (in an investigation).

The construct of DRE applies to techniques other than those traditionally used in the ACID system (Colwell et al.,

2013). For example, Strategic Use of Evidence (SUE; Luke et al., 2012) is a careful interviewing technique whereby

evidence is told to a respondent after she or he has already been through much of the interview and has therefore

committed to a version of the events. This additional evidence causes deceptive respondents to become more

guarded and should reduce the amount of new information she or he is able to provide (SUE also increases or high-

lights statement–evidence inconsistencies). For honest respondents, the evidence that is strategically revealed pro-

vides a recall cue. The act of explaining what could initially appear as contradictory evidence leads to the addition

of a significant amount of unique detail. Tactical interviewing works in much the same way (Dando & Bull, 2011).

DRE simply provides a theoretical framework to speak about any technique that facilitates recall for honest respon-

dents while making deception more difficult and more obvious.
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4.1.1 | Types of statements

In this study, participants were free to choose their strategy of deception, within the limits set by the need to con-

vince the interviewer of the suspect's innocence. They were given some time to prepare their lies as research has

shown that liars usually prepare themselves before an interview (Hartwig et al., 2007).

A common strategy used by the deceptive respondents was to falsely accuse either the RA, the imposter partic-

ipant, or one of the other inmate participants. By using this strategy, the deceptive respondent could be honest about

most of the staged theft and only fabricate, omit, or distort details about who stole the items.

Even deceptive respondents who deliberately added information to the event from imagination still provided

fewer details in response to mnemonics than honest respondents. Thus, deception was more than simply leaving

out a few key details. It involved a careful style of speaking and close adherence to previously provided information.

The care that participants gave to avoid contradictions, or the disclosure of sensitive information, speaks well to the

motivation of the participants.

It is important to recognise that a lack of optimal or maximal motivation on behalf of participants does not negate

these findings. The current study forms one piece of a larger puzzle. It should be evaluated in combination with stud-

ies that allowed for more incentives and higher stress. Students stealing an exam key from a professor's office

(Colwell, Hiscock‐Anisman, et al., 2008) and students stealing a wallet from a classroom (Ansarra et al., 2011) all

found the same patterns of speech and detail as those found in the current study. In both of these studies, partici-

pants had the potential to obtain extra credit and $100 for success at theft and convincing the interviewer of their

innocence (Ansarra et al., 2011; Colwell et al., 2008). The same patterns of speech and detail emerge when comparing

honest versus deceptive statements for highly stressful events described by military personnel (Morgan, Colwell, &

Hazlett, 2011).
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4.2 | Practical applications

To be practical, a system of investigative interviewing and detection of deception must (a) obtain as much informa-

tion as possible from honest respondents, (b) maximise differences between honest and deceptive responding, and (c)

these differences need to be easy to observe. These concerns drove the selection of the dependent measures. The

entire structure of these interviews—transfer of control to the respondents, an emphasis upon rapport, the use of

practice recall tasks, the elicitation of a free narrative, and (in two of the interviews) the use of a mental reinstatement

of context mnemonic—are intended to maximise recall and protect memory. It is relatively simple to have a computer

count the number of words in a response, and it is relatively simple to teach an observer to count the number of

details that a respondent adds during the mnemonic portion of an interview (Ansarra et al., 2011; Colwell et al.,

2012; Colwell et al., 2015; Colwell et al., 2009; Montalvo et al., 2013).

The five studies cited above demonstrate that training people to detect deception by assessing the number of

unique details and words provided to the segments of a Reality Interview is a relatively simple task. In each of

these, a training of between 4 and 8 hr was able to significantly improve the ability to classify statements as hon-

est or deceptive. The current data help explain why that is so. There were almost more 50 new details added by

honest respondents compared with deceptive respondents following the free narrative. Honest respondents

tended to add more new unique details after the free narrative than they provided during the free narrative.

Deceptive respondents tended to add fewer unique details after the free narrative than they provided during

the free narrative. Thus, training a professional to discriminate honest from deceptive responding using this system

should be a rather straightforward task. First, they would listen to (or read) the free narrative and count the details

presented. Then they would listen to (or read) the remainder of the interview and count the number of new

details added. If the number of details added is more than the number initially provided, the statement is credible
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and likely honest. If the number of details added is less than the number initially provided, the statement is not

credible and likely deceptive.

An important note is that in the Reality Interview, the two dependent measures that were best at discriminating

honesty from deception, DMN and RMN, have equal effect sizes (η2p = 0.70 and η2p = 0.71, respectively). It is sug-

gested by the authors that these two criteria are used together when possible. However, there will be situations

where one or the other presents itself more readily. For example, an electronic statement can easily be fed into

Wordscan software. A recorded statement must be transcribed at present in order to use Wordscan, but this same

recording can be assessed directly by those trained in detail analysis (Colwell et al., 2015; Montalvo et al., 2013).

4.2.1 | Limitations

The primary limitations of this study were the lack of major incentives for honest responding and the lack of negative

consequences for deceptive respondents who were caught. The benefit of freedom versus the pain of incarceration

creates a powerful social situation for those in actual investigations, and it is just not possible to match that intensity

in a lab setting. In this study, for control reasons, each participant witnessed the same scene. In application, investi-

gators are often speaking with only one or two witnesses/suspects regarding each event. It would be good for the

field for researchers to also use designs in which each participant is describing a different event. However, this situ-

ation would create a difficulty in establishing the ground truth for each event.

In sum, the current study showed that a combination of mnemonics and forced‐choice questions can trigger DRE

and provide a very powerful tool for investigative interviewing and detecting deception with adults (Colwell et al.,

2013; Colwell et al., 2015; Morgan et al., 2011; Morgan, Rabinowitz, Leidy, & Coric, 2014). The Reality Interview

maximised DRE, as it was intended. The construct of DRE provides an interesting theoretical construct to describe

and evaluate the performance of techniques designed to facilitate the detection of deception. Both the techniques

and the underpinning theory should be used by future professionals in application and researchers in pursuit of

understanding.
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