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ABSTRACT

The Enhanced Cognitive Interview is accepted as
one of the most successful techniques for enhanc-
ing witness recollection. This type of interview
has been studied all over the world (eg, Europe
or the USA) and is used by police officers in
many different countries (eg, the UK and New
Zealand). Nonetheless, it is essential for police
officers to understand how, and when, to properly
apply this interview. Therefore, we examined the
underlying psychological processes involved in this
interview, and what research can tells us about
the situations and purposes that can benefit from
applying it.

INTRODUCTION
During police and forensic investigations,
interviewing witnesses is often a key pro-
cedure that frequently determines the out-
come of the investigation (Milne, 1997).
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However, what witnesses report rarely fully
corresponds with what they remember. The
commonly used questioning techniques
may produce a reduced amount of valuable
information, as well as some incorrect
information. To manage this difficulty,
Geiselman et al. (1984) developed the Cog-
nitive Interview, which is now commonly
accepted as one of the most successful pro-
cedures for enhancing witness recollection.
Studies have repeatedly demonstrated that
this technique is able to increase the
amount of correct information recalled by
witnesses, while maintaining accuracy (eg,
Campos & Alonso-Quecuty, 2008; Cento-
fanti & Reece, 2006; Dando, Wilcock,
Milne, & Henry, 2009; Davis, McMahon,
& Greenwood, 2005; Gwyer & Clifford,
1997; Verkampt & Ginet, 2010).

WHAT IS THE COGNITIVE
INTERVIEW?
When first developed, the Cognitive Inter-
view comprised four classic retrieval mne-
monic instructions drawn from theoretical
principles regarding human memory: report
everything; context reinstatement; change
perspective; and change order (Geiselman et
al., 1984).

The report everything mnemonic con-
sists of instructing witnesses to report every-
thing they can remember, whether it seems
trivial, or not (Fisher & Geiselman, 2010).
Allowing witnesses to talk freely about
everything they remember is an important
procedure because they typically choose to
recall only information that they think may
be important for the investigation. None-
theless, details that the witness considers to
be irrelevant might be valuable for the
investigation. Furthermore, since our
memories of aspects of an event overlap,
some recall, even though irrelevant, might
activate other relevant recall. It is also
important that interviewers try to avoid

interrupting witnesses while they are recall-
ing. Furthermore, interviewers should take
notes of the relevant information reported
by the witness because, as we see below,
these annotations are very valuable when
applying the other mnemonics.

The context reinstatement mnemonic
consists of asking witnesses to mentally
recreate the to-be-recalled event that
occurred at the crime scene, as well as their
physiological, cognitive and emotional
states at the time of the event. This mne-
monic derived from the premise that mem-
ory retrieval is more efficient when the
context of the original event is recreated
during recall (Tulving & Thomson, 1973).
Traditionally, this procedure was achieved
by asking witnesses to close their eyes, or to
look at a blank space in the interview room,
and think about different moments of the
crime. For that purpose, the interviewer
should note each of the relevant episodes
described by witnesses during their initial
free report, and later fully explore each
mental image with the witness. To facilitate
context reinstatement, statements should be
given in the past tense. However, over many
years of research, several alternative pro-
cedures have been proposed. For instance,
some authors propose using Sketch Mental
Reinstatement of Context instead of the
classical reinstatement of context mnemonic
(Dando, Wilcock, Behnkle, & Milne, 2011;
Dando, Wilcock, & Milne, 2009). When
using this technique, witnesses draw the
witnessed event themselves and then use
that same sketch to describe what they
experienced. This procedure allows wit-
nesses to initiate their own contextual
retrieval cues (eg, by drawing the crime
scene), simplifying the context reinstate-
ment task for both the interviewer and the
witness. This sketching technique is also less
time-consuming and free from inter-
viewers’ interference, since it is the witness
who directs the context reinstatement task,
and not the interviewer (eg, in the classical
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procedure, the interviewer could inadvert-
ently use some misleading retrieval cues
drawn from other witnesses’ reports).

The change perspective technique con-
sists of asking the witness to recall the event
from a different perspective (eg, if they
report from a frightened perspective, they
might then be asked to change to the
relaxed perspective they were in before they
realised a crime was about to occur). Once
again, the interviewer should use the wit-
ness’s initial free report to later select which
are the better perspectives to adopt. Since a
different memory retrieval procedure is
used for this mnemonic, reported informa-
tion usually increases, particularly peri-
pheral information (eg, other witnesses’
behaviour during the crime).

Lastly, the change order mnemonic con-
sists of asking the witness to now recall the
event in a different order (eg, reverse order).
With this technique, overlooked details
might be remembered and recall accuracy
usually increases. When recalling an event,
people can be influenced by their prior
knowledge and by their schemas or scripts
(organised pattern of thoughts and beha-
viour) about that type of event (Griffiths &
Milne, 2010). Therefore, new information
is understood and recalled based on prior
knowledge. This is called script-guided
retrieval and can result in limited elicited
information due to the exclusion of infor-
mation that does not fit the script. Wit-
nesses frequently confuse what they actually
saw with their stereotypical idea of that
particular crime. For instance, a witness
may say that the robber first assaulted the
security guard, not because he did, but
because that usually happens, for instance,
in films. However, scripts are usually orga-
nised in chronological order, and recalling
the crime event in another order minimises
this problem, by going beyond script-
consistent recall (Dando & Milne, 2009).
This procedure can also be important in
helping to evaluate statement credibility and

in detecting lies (Bembibre & Higueras,
2011; Hernández-Fernaud & Alonso-
Quecuty, 1997). Using the change order
mnemonic to increase cognitive load can be
helpful in lie detection, since lying can be a
cognitively demanding task that may be
difficult to perform simultaneously with
other demanding tasks, such as describing
the event in reverse order (Vrij et al.,
2008).

Even though the first version of the
Cognitive Interview only included these
four procedures, the importance of con-
sidering social and communication aspects
of the interview, for instance, to increase
witness comfort and well-being during the
interview, has been established over the
years (Colomb & Ginet, 2012). Therefore,
Fisher and Geiselman (1992) included such
procedures in a subsequent version of the
Cognitive Interview — the Enhanced Cog-
nitive Interview. Several procedures such as
witness-compatible questioning, transfer-
ring control of the interview to the witness,
mental imagery and rapport building are
included in this subsequent version.

The first procedure, rapport building,
refers to establishing a proper and positive
relation with the witness. To build rapport,
the interviewer should take some time to
present himself or herself and explain to the
witness why he or she is at the interview.
The interviewer should also explain fully
what is going to happen during the inter-
view and show signs of active listening (eg,
saying ‘uhm’ or gesticulating as a way of
transmitting understanding). Using the wit-
ness’s name as a way of personalising the
interview, as well as starting by asking
simple questions in order to reduce witness
anxiety, are also effective ways of building
rapport. Non-verbal behaviour is also an
important part of this aspect, as well as an
important part of the entire interview. The
interviewer must always show interest in the
witness and encourage him or her to recall
more information. Also, the interviewer
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should behave in a way similar to that
expected of the witness. For instance, if the
interviewer is agitated, this is a problem,
because it will unsettle the witness and have
a negative impact on her or his recall abil-
ities (Milne, 1997). Establishing rapport is
not only essential when interviewing wit-
nesses, but also when interviewing suspects
(Read, Powell, Kebbell, & Milne, 2009). In
sum, rapport building not only contributes
to witness well-being, it also increases the
amount of recalled information, because, as
we discussed further below, a calm and
emotional secure witness is usually able to
remember more crime details than a nerv-
ous and unsettled one.

The second procedure, transferring con-
trol of the interview to the witness, can be
achieved by telling the witness that, even
though the interviewer is there to help if
needed, most of the work will be per-
formed by the witness, because he or she is
the one that has all the valuable informa-
tion. Also, the interviewer should state to
the witness that she or he has control over
the production of information and, there-
fore, may stop whenever she or he wants
and/or recount the information in which
order he or she desires. By doing this, the
interviewer is making sure that the witness
feels more comfortable to talk about the
event. Furthermore, the interviewer is no
longer expected to ask all the important
questions, since the witness knows that it is
her or his task to report all the available
information. This procedure allows wit-
nesses to provide more information, and, as
previously discussed, even though some of
that information might be irrelevant for
the investigation, it might activate other
relevant recall that otherwise could not be
accessed.

The third procedure, witness-compatible
questioning, is achieved by asking the right
questions at the right time. All the questions
need to be compatible with the witness's

retrieval pattern. As an example, if the wit-
ness starts to describe a bank robbery by
telling the interviewer about how the rob-
ber left the bank, the interviewer should
not simultaneously ask questions about how
the robber entered the bank, because this
would be interfering with the witness’s
retrieval path. Therefore, the interviewer
must always conduct questions that are
compatible with the information that the
witness is describing at the moment, mak-
ing it impossible for the interviewer to
follow a strict interview protocol. The type
of questioning conducted is also an import-
ant issue for the interviewer to consider.
Closed questions (eg, forced choice ques-
tions) should always be avoided because
they limit witnesses’ response possibilities
and produce incorrect information. For
instance, if the interviewer asks the witness
‘Did the robber have a knife or a gun?’ this
is not only implying that he or she already
knows that the robber had a weapon (which
can be a misleading question that may dis-
tort witnesses memory), as well as limiting
witnesses’ response possibilities (eg, maybe
the witness thought that the robber had a
baseball bat and will no longer feel com-
fortable to give that information). By con-
trast, open-ended questions (eg, ‘Tell me
about the robber’) elicit more information
and are also less suggestive (Guadagno &
Powell, 2009; Powell, Hughes-Scholes,
Smith, & Sharman, 2012). Questions in the
negative form (eg, ‘The robber didn’t have a
knife, did he?’) and complex questions (eg,
‘Describe the robber’s clothes and the other
witnesses’ reaction to the crime’) should
also be avoided because witnesses can get
confused and misinterpret these (Milne,
1997).

The last procedure, mental or guided
imagery (Dando & Milne, 2009), is very
similar to the context reinstatement pro-
cedure, but, instead of asking the witness to
recreate large-scale scenarios (eg, ‘Think of
the moment when the robber entered the
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bank’), the interviewer focuses on asking
the witness to recreate more specific details
(eg, ‘Think about what the robber was
wearing’). The use of several sensorial
modalities is advised at this time because
they activate different retrieval paths, there-
fore increasing the amount of recalled infor-
mation (eg, ‘What did you hear when the
robber assaulted the security guard?’).

Before finishing the interview, a sum-
mary and closure phase should be con-
ducted. At the summary stage, the
interviewer should recapitulate to the wit-
ness his or her interpretation of what has
been recalled and tell the witness to feel free
to correct any mistakes and add as much
further information as possible. This
increases not only report accuracy, but also
the amount of recalled information. At the
closure phase, the interviewer should mini-
mise any emotional discomfort that the
witness might be experiencing and show
gratitude for witnesses’ collaboration (partly
in case the witness later wishes to add more
recall).

Even though the previously described
mnemonics and procedures have been
found to be very important for enhancing
witness recall, it is important to clarify that
they should not be systematically used in all
interviews. Each interview has its own
specificities and the Enhanced Cognitive
Interview is not an all-or-nothing
approach. The interviewer must choose
which strategies should be used at each
interview, as well as what is the best time to
use them. Even though Griffiths and Milne
(2010) also support this flexibility notion,
they suggest applying the Enhanced Cog-
nitive Interview typically using the follow-
ing structure:

1. greet and rapport;
2. explain the aims of the interview;
3. initiate a free report (using context

reinstatement technique and open-
ended questions);

4. questioning (using report everything and
witness-compatible questioning);

5. varied and extensive retrieval (using
different perspectives and temporal
orders);

6. investigatively important questions (now
the interviewer can introduce topics,
even though the witness didn’t yet men-
tion these, if they are crucial for the
investigation);

7. summary;
8. closure;
9. evaluation (evaluating obtained informa-

tion and interviewers’ performance).

In sum, in several countries, the
Enhanced Cognitive Interview is becoming
a widely used technique for enhancing wit-
nesses’ recollection that contains several
mnemonics and procedures, derived from
cognitive psychology theory, which
enhance witnesses’ memory. But what are
exactly those theories and how can they
contribute to memory enhancement? In
the next section, we discuss how cognitive
psychology theory underlying the
Enhanced Cognitive Interview can contrib-
ute to the conducting of successful
interviews.

PSYCHOLOGICAL PROCESSES
UNDERLYING THE ENHANCED
COGNITIVE INTERVIEW
When we memorise something, there are
three major phases evolved: encoding,
retention and retrieval (Baddeley, Eysenck,
& Anderson, 2009).

Encoding is the first step for creating a
new memory. This phase occurs when we
have initial contact with the information to
be later recalled. In our daily lives, we
describe this by saying we are trying to
memorise something. However, encoding
may not only be intentional (eg, when we
try to memorise a telephone number for
later use), but also incidental, for instance,
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when we see a street scuffle, although we
might not purposely try to memorise its
details, we later remember several details
when told it resulted in a murder. Some
people can be trained with regard to what
information they should pay attention to
during a crime (eg, bank employees). How-
ever, most witnesses are not expecting to
observe a crime, therefore, they are not
trained regarding what information to
memorise.

The retention phase is the time between
encoding and later trying to retrieve the
information (eg, the time between memor-
ising a telephone number, and trying to
remember it to call someone). The longer
this phase, the higher the probability of a
person (eg, a witness) not finding it easy to
recall the memorised information (eg,
crime details) and for memory to be dis-
torted (eg, to confuse what was seen with
later information that was watched, for
instance, on television). Therefore, unless
the witness is very anxious after the crime
and unable to be interviewed, police
officers should try to interview the witness
as soon as possible. However, it is frequently
impossible to interview witnesses promptly.
For instance, if there are too many witnesses
for the number of police officers available,
some will have to be interviewed days, or
weeks later.

The last stage of human memory, the
retrieval phase, occurs when we try to
access an encoded and stored memory (eg,
when witnesses try to remember what they
saw at the crime scene). However, as pre-
viously discussed, what is retrieved does not
always correspond to the encoded mem-
ories. Retrieved information is often only a
small proportion of the encoded and stored
information and can contain inaccurate
details. To reduce such problems, and to
enhance memory retrieval, we can use
mnemonics. That is exactly what the
Enhanced Cognitive Interview does. This
type of interview instructs witnesses to use

successful retrieval procedures that psycho-
logical studies (Tulving, 1991) have found
to be useful, not only to increase the
amount of information recalled, but also to
prevent retrieval errors. The advantage of
focusing on retrieval, as opposed to the
encoding or retention phase, is that it can
be enhanced after the episode occurred (eg,
after witnessing a crime).

For the purpose of enhancing memory
by aiding witnesses during their retrieval
phase, the Enhanced Cognitive Interview
uses the mnemonics described above,
which are supported by two major theories
about human memory (R. E. Holliday et
al., 2011). The first is called the encoding
specificity principle (Tulving & Thomson,
1973) and states that memory is context
dependant. Therefore, when the context of
encoding is recreated at retrieval, the
amount of elicited detail should increase.
That is why the context reinstatement and
mental imagery mnemonics are so import-
ant for conducting interviews and are
included in the Enhanced Cognitive
Interview.

The second theory is the multicompon-
ent view of memory trace (Tulving, 1991),
which states that memory is a network of
associations and that the amount of coded
information in storage is much higher than
people can usually recall. Therefore, a mem-
ory may be accessed by using several differ-
ent paths and different memory cues. By
applying the report all, change order and
change perspective mnemonics, the inter-
viewer is guaranteeing that several retrieval
paths are accessed and that the gap between
encoded and retrieved information is
reduced (Westera, Kebbell, & Milne,
2011).

Now that we have briefly discussed the
theory underlying the Enhanced Cognitive
Interview, we address the research studies
conducted to evaluate its utility.

Paulo, Albuquerque and Bull

Page 195



RESEARCH STUDIES
Various studies have demonstrated the effi-
cacy of the Enhanced Cognitive Interview
in several different countries (USA, UK,
Australia, Brazil, etc.), with varying types of
witness (children, adults and elderly adults),
times between the crime and the interview
(a few minutes to several days) and type of
event (crime, accident, phone call, etc.),
both in the laboratory and in the field
(Colomb & Ginet, 2012; R. Holliday,
2003; Mello & Fisher, 1996; Öhman,
Eriksson, & Granhag, 2013; Stein &
Memon, 2006; Wright & Holliday, 2007).

Laboratory studies are often conducted
with university students. Usually, a video of
a crime is presented to students who are
then interviewed, by researchers, regarding
the content of the video. Usually, one
group of students is interviewed using a
standard interview and another with the
Enhanced Cognitive Interview. The
amount, and accuracy, of recalled informa-
tion in both groups is then compared. Field
studies are very similar, but are conducted
by police using real witnesses. The police
officers are usually trained in applying a
standard interview or the Enhanced Cog-
nitive Interview. In both types of research
(laboratory and field studies), researchers
(Dando, Wilcock, Milne, & Henry, 2009;
Fisher & Geiselman, 1992) have found that
the group of participants interviewed using
the Enhanced Cognitive Interview provides
more valid information while maintaining
accuracy.

Several studies have also concluded that
the Enhanced Cognitive Interview is par-
ticularly efficient for recalling complex
events (Geiselman, Fisher, MacKinnon, &
Holland, 1985). Most crimes are very com-
plex events since they include, for instance,
one or more offenders, several witnesses
and different scenarios with lots of informa-
tion units, such as the crime weapon,
people’s clothes and people’s reactions.

Therefore, the Enhanced Cognitive Inter-
view is particularly important for inter-
viewing such witnesses.

Other studies (Mantwill & Andres, 1990)
have established that the Enhanced Cognit-
ive Interview is more effective for enhanc-
ing episodic memory (eg, the recall of a
crime episode) than semantic memory (eg,
recalling studied information for an exam).
Police officers and forensic psychologists are
often interested in witnesses’ episodic
memory, because, as previously stated, the
witness’s report about the crime episode is
one of the key aspects of most police
investigations.

As stated above, this type of interview
can be applied to people in different coun-
tries and of different ages. Interviewing
children can be very demanding because
the quality of children’s reports is particu-
larly dependant on the quality of the con-
ducted investigative interview (London,
2001). The Enhanced Cognitive Interview
can be used with children, and also seems to
be efficient because the context reinstate-
ment technique is particularly important for
young children as they do not do this at all
spontaneously. Similar results have been
found for people with learning disabilities
(Milne, 1997).

Other studies have found that this type of
interview can also act as a protective factor
against misleading post-event information
(eg, if witnesses watch the television news
regarding the crime before or between the
interviews, their memory might be dis-
torted). By using several retrieval paths and
asking witnesses to tell the same story using
different procedures and different sensorial
modalities, the effect of misleading infor-
mation can be reduced and report accuracy
usually increases (R. Holliday, 2003;
R. Holliday & Albon, 2004; Memon,
Holley, Wark, Bull, & Köhnken, 1996).

Some studies (Fisher & Geiselman, 2010;
Walsh & Bull, 2011) also state that the
Enhanced Cognitive Interview might have
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an important role in promoting psycho-
logical health (eg, victims reported feeling
more in control and confident after partici-
pating in this type of interview). Building
and maintaining rapport (eg, by paying
attention to witnesses’ feelings) may also
contribute to witnesses’ psychological
health. Even though one might think that
witnesses’ feelings are irrelevant for the
judicial outcome of an interview, this factor
may directly affect their recall. Therefore,
promoting witnesses’ well-being during the
interview might increase the amount of
recalled information and is also important if
the witness needs to be interviewed again.

Finally, studies (Griffiths & Milne, 2006;
Griffiths, Milne, & Cherryman, 2011) have
evaluated whether the police training con-
ducted in Britain, which includes teaching
police officers cognitive questioning pro-
cedures, actually improved police officers
performance when interviewing witnesses
and suspects. Griffiths and colleagues con-
cluded that police training improved the
skills of the interviewers. However,
refresher training is necessary because inter-
view skills decline with time since training.
Finally, Powell et al. (2012) argued that
more experienced police officers who are
used to using closed questions in their
investigations, are usually more resistant to
training regarding the use of proper open-
ended questions (which is an important part
of the Cognitive Interview). Therefore,
additional effort must be made when train-
ing experienced police officers who are not
used to conducting this type of interview.

CONCLUSION
The Enhanced Cognitive Interview is
becoming ever more widely used as an
interviewing technique that enhances wit-
nesses’ recollection by including several
mnemonics and procedures derived from
cognitive psychology theory. This type of
interview is able to substantially increase the

amount of information recalled by wit-
nesses while maintaining accuracy. Further-
more, this interview can be used for
different types of events (eg, different
crimes), with different types of witnesses
(eg, children and elderly adults), for differ-
ent purposes (eg, enhancing recall and pro-
moting well-being) and it is already used by
police officers in several countries (eg, the
UK and New Zealand). Bearing in mind
that interviewing witnesses is usually a key
procedure for most police and forensic
investigations, we recommend the
Enhanced Cognitive Interview procedure.
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