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Interviewing a child who reports sexual abuse can be
daunting, given the significance of the interview in
legal procedures. Also, the pressure to obtain the
most accurate information from the child can be
enough to overwhelm the most experienced inter-
viewer. There are many nuances in the child’s devel-
oping brain that make extracting credible informa-
tion complicated. The intent of Forensic Interviews
Regarding Child Sexual Abuse: A Guide to Evidence-
Based Practice is to discuss the research supporting
the multiple factors that have contributed to child
forensic interview protocols and to review the evolu-
tion of best practices for conducting child forensic
interviews. The book is meant to serve as a guide for
the primary interviewer and as a valuable resource for
anyone involved in the evaluation or care of a child
who has been the victim of sexual abuse.

The book’s editors are psychologists whose contri-
butions to the field of mental health are vast and well
known. William T. O’Donohue is an expert in hu-
man sexuality and advisor to the DSM-V work group
on Sexual and Gender Identity Disorders. Matthew
Fanetti, former director of the Forensic Child Psy-
chology Certification Program at Missouri State
University (Springfield, MO), developed a protocol
for assessing child sexual abuse.1 In this book, each of
the 20 chapters is authored by experts in the topic of
the chapter.

The book opens with an explanation of the history
of multiple prior interview strategies that were used
when interviewing children who were the victims of
sexual abuse and describes how these strategies gen-
erally led to unsatisfactory criminal justice outcomes.
Oftentimes these prior strategies led to the punish-
ment of individuals later found to be innocent, with
little or no objection (despite the seemingly bizarre
allegations against them), or acquittal of predators
for lack of evidence after the child’s claims were en-
tirely discounted. The remainder of the text can gen-
erally be regarded as encompassing five distinct

themes: professional roles and responsibilities, fac-
tors influencing statement credibility, interview
preparation and eliciting information from the child,
information about select child forensic interview
protocols, and the child interview in the context of
the legal process.

The book explores the responsibilities of profes-
sionals within the multidisciplinary team who are
involved in obtaining safety and justice for children.
The roles discussed include those of police officers,
Child Protective Services (CPS), psychologists, psy-
chiatrists, medical doctors, prosecutors, and victims’
advocates. The book explains the importance of the
professionals’ collaboration and how various roles
overlap, influence, and potentially interfere with one
another. For example, Kristen MacLeod explains
that the general purpose of CPS is to ensure the
child’s safety, whereas law enforcement’s responsibil-
ity is to determine the need for criminal investigation
and charges. She describes how the two agencies can
interfere with each other, because CPS investigations
have stricter timelines than those of law enforcement,
and therefore interfere with evidence and tip off
prosecutors before law enforcement can adequately
investigate for criminality.

The most pronounced theme in the book is a dis-
cussion of the factors that most significantly distort
the veracity of the child’s statement. These factors
include the child’s knowledge and intention to lie,
the abusers’ threats and suggestibility, the child’s and
caregiver’s mental fitness, and the child’s memory,
whether real, false, repressed, or recovered. Of those,
most authors highlight the child’s memory as the
most essential for the forensic interview, as it not only
influences the verdict, but the prosecution relies
heavily on the child’s memory to determine court
proceedings such as jurisdiction, charges, and ulti-
mately, sentencing. The book details the effects of
maturation and cognition on the child’s developing
mind. For example, in Chapter 5, Dwight Peterson
and his coauthors discuss the emergence of episodic
memory (the ability to remember specific events) and
the associated neurobiology. Furthermore, they ex-
plain the development of the hippocampus as it re-
lates to childhood amnesia and the other cognitive
abilities that affect memory, such as language devel-
opment, self-recognition, metamemory, and execu-
tive function.

Several authors also emphasize strategies to collect
truthful information from the child efficiently. Prin-
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cipal components involved in eliciting of the truth
while interviewing are developing a rapport, assess-
ing the child’s developmental level, continually en-
suring the child’s understanding, and staying neutral.
The text also highlights the importance of getting
children engaged with professional interviewers early
in the postevent process and the need to protect chil-
dren during the interview process to minimize the
risk that other individuals or the public will unduly
influence the child’s account.

The book suggests using interview protocols cre-
ated specifically to interview children who are the
victims of sexual abuse. The purpose of using these
protocols is to incorporate evidence-based tech-
niques and provide a standard model for child foren-
sic interviews in an attempt to limit opportunities for
error. Three protocols are discussed: The National
Institute of Child Health and Human Development
Investigative Interview Protocol; the Rapport, Anat-
omy ID, Touch inquiry, Abuse scenario, and Closure
(RATAC) forensic protocol; and the Step-Wise Inter-
view. Olga Cirlugea and William O’Donohue discuss
the heterogeneity of the interview protocols in regard to
interrater reliability, component construct validity, pre-
dictive validity, incremental validity, sensitivity, speci-
ficity, developmental appropriateness, cultural sensitiv-
ity, and successful trainability. O’Donohue and Fanetti
discuss the protocol they designed to determine reliabil-
ity and validity of the interview called, “The Protocol
for Evaluating Forensic Interviews of Children.” The
book also offers suggestions for interview preparation,
such as determining who will interview the child when
in a multidisciplinary team setting, where and when to
administer the interview, and which protocol to use.

Mark Kruger, a former assistant district attorney
in Carson City District Attorney’s Office and Lyon
County District Attorney’s Office in Carson City,
NV, explains the variables prosecutors should con-
sider to achieve justice in the case. He discusses the
operative standards of a prosecutor set by the Amer-
ican Bar Association, their role in providing legal
guidance to the multidisciplinary team, and the im-
pact of the process on the victim. He details factors
that influence the decision of whether to prosecute
the crime, such as pressure on the prosecutor to
charge, the time it takes to charge and make an arrest,
the availability of collateral evidence, and the use of
an expert witness. He further explains the way courts
shifted away from using the forensic interview during
the trial, because it was considered hearsay. Now,

more children must testify and bear the risk of
retraumatization.

Many authors stress the difficulty in obtaining jus-
tice in child sexual abuse cases. Especially consider-
ing that the child’s recollection of facts is often the
most critical piece of evidence in most instances,
given that only approximately four percent of all
child sexual abuse cases have physical proof. The dif-
ficulty lies in the prosecution’s ability to prove be-
yond a reasonable doubt that the crime occurred
with scant physical evidence and only the child’s tes-
timony. Various authors mentioned that although
children rarely lie about being sexually abused, ac-
quittals not uncommonly occur because the prosecu-
tion cannot meet its burden of proof.

The material in this book is robust, with a credible
research backing. Experts in the field may find them-
selves gaining a wealth of knowledge regarding inter-
view techniques and other contributing factors that
may have seemed less significant in the interview pro-
cess in years past. For example, many skilled inter-
viewers consider the ways external elements such as
suggestibility affect the child’s statement. The book
goes beyond merely explaining suggestibility as an
influence, instead describing several ways that sug-
gestibility is linked to the child’s age, direct and in-
direct communication with the child, the timing of
the interview, and interview methods, including the
type of questioning and props used. Authors include
very specific details to create the most cutting-edge
body of work regarding forensic interviews of sexu-
ally abused children.

Each chapter is presented as an independent man-
uscript that may not be particularly related to other
chapters of the book, and the book’s organization can
be viewed a couple of ways. The format is desirable
for those who need ease in locating supporting infor-
mation for a particular topic, because each chapter
can stand alone. However, when reading cover to
cover, the reader may notice that the book is redun-
dant at times, and some chapter content can appear
misplaced. No clear overarching organizational
structure ties one chapter to the next, and each of the
book’s 20 chapters seems to stand alone, as the pre-
vious section is often unrelated. At times, a topic
covered in one chapter would be detailed again in
another, sometimes with contradictory interpreta-
tions of the same content. For example, suggestions
for interview preparation are described in Chapters
4, 7, 10, 11, and 12.
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A notable omission was a more detailed discussion
of the actual interview process itself. It might have
been helpful to introduce the protocols, then explain
the interview tactics in conjunction with the proto-
cols to help build the foundation for conducting an
interview. Instead, a description of the protocols and
discussion about the characteristics that make for
high-quality protocols did not occur until Chapter
13, although one author referenced one of the pro-
tocols in an earlier chapter without significant detail.
By discussing the research supporting particular in-
terview techniques, independent of the protocols
themselves, the book did not avail itself of a stylistic
opportunity that could have attracted more readers.

The structure of information varies within each
chapter, which is expected to some degree, given that
each chapter was written by a different contributing
author. The more constructive chapters allowed for a
natural flow of information by separating the text-
appropriate sections and using more basic language
for ease of understanding. Also, the subject matter of
the chapter was relevant and interconnected with the
book’s purpose. Less constructive chapters aban-
doned the topic of the chapter to supply detailed
information about other elements of the forensic in-
terview that were covered in another chapter. Over-
all, the content could have been more optimally
organized.

The book is suitable for all psychiatrists involved
in interviewing child victims of sexual abuse, but
particularly for child and adolescent and forensic
psychiatrists. It is a sufficient resource to enhance
professional education and to reference for further
research. However, these basic details are not covered
and someone with minimal expertise in this arena
may need additional background information for de-
veloping rudimentary child forensic interview skills
before picking up this book.

Overall, the content of the book provides a sig-
nificant body of research and historical data that
could be of value for everyone in the field. The text
was not focused primarily on the forensic inter-
view administration, but it is more concentrated
on the importance of a credible interview, the ef-
fects of the environment and the child’s develop-
ment on the report, and the weight of the inter-
view on judicial outcomes. By providing a broad
base of material, the authors portray the bigger
picture, outlining the importance of every interac-
tion and every professional involved.
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Terroristic events no doubt leave indelible scars on
the psyche of the victims and can create societal back-
lash toward individuals or groups of people perceived
to be the source of the terror. On the one hand,
society has to deal with the problem of providing
safety for its citizens; on the other hand, without
understanding the cultures involved, reflex backlash
could also affect individuals from similar subcul-
tures. Using medicine or psychiatry as a vehicle for
this backlash could be detrimental to the integrity of
the profession. For that reason, books that critically
look into societal reactions to terroristic events could
be insightful. Such work should strive to be balanced
while educating us, when intense fear creates huge
biases that influence our diagnoses and delivery of
treatment. It also cautions us against pathologic po-
liticization of our noble profession.

Dr. Neil Aggarwal’s ethnic background, medical
training, and extensive work in cultural psychiatry
uniquely qualifies him for research in this area. The
book is masterful in using specific examples to por-
tray various aspects of biases. Chapter 1 deals with
mental health, culture, and power in the war on ter-
ror. It posits philosophical underpinnings of the bat-
tle between the clinician and the patient during eval-
uations. Every aspect of what we do is subject to
philosophical interpretations that could influence
decision-making, exemplified by referencing Michel
Foucault’s view of an inpatient unit as a religious
domain without religion and a domain of pure
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