
0 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

AN EXPLORATION OF POLICE OFFICERS’ EXPERIENCES 

OF THE INTERVIEW PROCESS WHEN WORKING WITH 

VULNERABLE AND/OR INTIMIDATED ADULT WITNESSES.  

 

 

 

 

 

SUPERVISOR: Dr Lucy Akehurst 

COURSE: MSc Forensic Psychology 

YEAR: 2020/21 

 



1 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

An exploration of police officers’ experiences of the interview process when 

working with vulnerable and/or intimidated adult witnesses.  

 

 

 

Supervisor: Dr Lucy Akehurst 

Course: MSc Forensic Psychology 

Year: 2020/21 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

University of Portsmouth, Department of Psychology, King Henry 1 Street, 

Portsmouth, PO1 2DY . 

 

 

  



2 
 

I would like to express my gratitude to both my supervisor Dr Lucy Akehurst, and to 

Dr Pamala Hanway for their guidance and encouragement throughout this project. 

Their knowledge and research into interviewing vulnerable individuals has been 

invaluable in shaping the direction of this study. Thank you for all your support.  

I would like to thank all the police officers who took the time to participate in this 

study. I truly enjoyed speaking to you, and am grateful that you took the time to 

speak candidly to me. Listening to you describe your experiences and insights has 

only led to strengthen my belief in the importance of doing research with those on 

the front-line. I would also like to extend my thanks to Hampshire police force, in 

particular to Detective Chief Inspector Rodger Wood and Detective Inspector Matt 

Gillooly, for agreeing to support my research and for providing me with guidance on 

my interview questions. I extend this thanks to Ellie Bird, who went above and 

beyond to help this project succeed.  

I would like to thank the Office of Police and Crime Commissioner (OPCC) for 

Hampshire for supporting me in this research. In particular my OPCC mentor 

Natasha Fletcher, who very graciously put up with my many anxious emails and 

phone calls. Your guidance and help in accessing participants has been invaluable. I 

extend this also to my fellow OPCC student researchers, who through our bi-monthly 

meetings provided me with support and kept me positive.  

To my family, and my partner Neil, thank you for all your help over the years. Finally,  

I would like to dedicate the research to my sister, who as a serving police officer has 

dedicated her life to trying to protect those in need.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



3 
 

 

Project Declaration  

 

- I declare that the project described in this report is my own work, and that this 

manuscript is an original manuscript. All data reported are original and were 

collected as specified in the study methodology. Where exceptions exist to 

this declaration, these have been appropriately acknowledged in the report.  

 

- I declare that this work was approved by the Department of Psychology Ethics 

Committee prior to the conduct of the study.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

DATE: 12/09/2021 

 

  



4 
 

Abstract  

The current study aimed to gain an understanding of police officers’ experiences of 

the investigative interview process when working with vulnerable and/or intimidated 

(V/I) adult witnesses, which is an area that is under-researched. In particular it 

explored police officers’ experiences of applying the Achieving Best Evidence (ABE) 

guidance during interviews, explored the challenges police officers’ face when 

working with V/I adult witnesses, before, during and post interview, and gained 

insight into what could improve the interview process. Semi-structured interviews 

were conducted with six trained police officers from one UK police force. An 

Interpretative Phenomenological Approach (IPA) was used to analyse the interview 

transcripts. Three themes were identified: Supporting/ considering V/I adult 

witnesses, where good communication between police officers and witnesses, the 

quality and location of interviewing facilities, and support services were all deemed 

important for engaging witnesses and for ensuring they were able to provide their 

best evidence; Institutional factors/pressures, where a lack of ongoing training and 

feedback, and limited resource availability was implicated in non-compliance with the 

ABE guidance; and ABE guidance for V/I adult witnesses, where the ABE guidance 

was, in general, seen as appropriate for use with V/I adult witnesses. Working with 

and interviewing V/I adult witnesses is complex and multifaceted. It was identified 

that to aid in this more needs to be done to help police officers successfully 

communicate and support V/I adult witnesses. To maintain adherence to best 

practice guidance, ongoing training and feedback may be useful.  
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Introduction  

The criminal investigative process is vital for generating key evidence for legal 

proceedings (Vrij et al., 2014). A critical part of this is the investigative interview, 

which aims to obtain detailed, accurate and reliable information from a victim or 

witness (hereafter collectively referred to as witnesses) (National Policing 

Improvement Agency, 2009). Whilst being interviewed can be challenging for all 

witnesses of crime, individuals with vulnerabilities, be it because of their age, mental 

state or a disability, or due to the gravity of the crime committed against them, can 

find it particularly difficult to make informed decisions, to fully understand questions 

and the implications of their answers, and to provide detailed and relevant accounts 

(Gudjonsson, 2010; Powell, 2002). Therefore, careful consideration needs to be 

given to how such individuals are interviewed to ensure they are able to provide their 

best evidence. To assist practitioners, psychologists have investigated the optimal 

interviewing conditions for vulnerable witnesses to provide reliable evidence (Fisher 

et al., 1989; Horowitz, 2009; La Rooy & Dando, 2010; Lamb & Fauchier, 2001; 

Otgaar et al., 2010; Roberts et al., 2004; Saywitz et al., 1992). This evidence, in 

conjunction with practitioners’ insights, led to the creation of best practice guidance 

as contained within the Achieving Best Evidence (ABE) in Criminal Proceedings: 

Guidance on interviewing victims and witnesses, and guidance on using special 

measures (Ministry of Justice [MoJ], 2011). This document aids police officers in 

undertaking skilled interviews with child witnesses (aged 17 years and under) and 

vulnerable and/or intimidated (V/I) adult witnesses in England and Wales.  

The ABE guidance indicates that an interview should consist of the following 

interview phases: developing rapport; free narrative elicitation; questioning; and 

interview closure. Using best practice principles is important as they are associated 

with increasing both the accuracy of, and the amount of, information gathered from 

vulnerable witnesses (Brown & Lamb, 2015; Horowitz, 2009; Lee & Kim, 2020). The 

ABE guidance defines vulnerable adult witnesses under Section 16 of the Youth 

Justice and Criminal Evidence Act 1999, as any witness whose quality of evidence is 

likely to be diminished because: they are ‘Suffering from a mental disorder’ (as 

defined by the Mental Health Act 2007); they have ‘A significant impairment of 

intelligence and social functioning’, or they have ‘A physical disability or are suffering 

from a physical disorder’ (MoJ, 2011). An intimidated adult witness is defined by 
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Section 17 of the Youth Justice and Criminal Evidence Act 1999, as individuals 

‘Whose quality of evidence is likely to be diminished by reason of fear or distress’ 

(MoJ, 2011). Witnesses automatically considered as intimidated are complainants of 

sexual assault, and witnesses of knife and/or gun crime. Other witnesses considered 

as intimidated may include, but are not limited to, witnesses in cases involving 

domestic violence and racially motivated crime (MoJ, 2011).  

Police officers who interview V/I witnesses are trained in the use of the ABE 

guidance (MoJ, 2011). However, in reality best practice is not always achieved 

(Powell & Barnett, 2015). A review of interviews using the ABE guidance with 

children found best practice was often deviated from, with inappropriate leading 

questions being used in nearly half the interviews (Her Majesty’s Crown Prosecution 

Service Inspectorate [HMCPSI] & Her Majesty’s Inspectorate of Constabulary 

[HMIC], 2014). This extends to V/I adult witnesses, where interviewers have been 

found to use ‘why’ questions e.g. ‘why didn't you…?’, which the ABE guidance 

highlights, due to its implication of blame, should be avoided (Antaki et al., 2015). 

This was confirmed by Webster (2019) who found that inappropriate leading 

questions were used with V/I adult witnesses, although significantly less than more 

appropriate questions, such as those that are open in nature. These are the only 

field studies that specifically explore adherence to the ABE guidance during 

investigative interviews with V/I adults, and they have limitations: sample sizes were 

small, with only two police forces being involved; and the interviews that were coded 

related only to cases of sexual assault. Therefore, it is difficult to accurately judge the 

prevalence of adherence to the ABE guidance for interviews with V/I adults in the 

UK. However, both UK and international research has found that other similar, best 

practice interview protocols are not routinely followed with both child and V/I adult 

witnesses (Clarke & Milne, 2001; Compo et al., 2012; Hughes-Scholes & Powell, 

2013; Snook & Keating, 2011; Wright & Alison, 2010). For example in Norway, 

inappropriate leading questions and sub-optimal closed yes/no questions were found 

to be used frequently with individuals with intellectual disabilities and Autism (Åker & 

Johnson, 2020). Overall this indicates that best practice guidance is not routinely 

adhered to. This can have serious consequences. Failing to comply with guidance 

adequately can undermine the perceived credibility of a witness’s evidence (Westcott 
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& Kynan, 2006) and can also, in the worst instances, lead to evidence being ruled 

inadmissible or the case dismissed (HMCPSI & HMIC, 2014).  

While police officers are aware of the importance of using the ABE guidance, it has 

been found that compliance in the workplace can be difficult (Hanway & Akehurst, 

2018). Conducting interviews is a skilled and complex task (Lafontaine & Cyr, 2016; 

Powell, 2002), involving a number of simultaneous tasks, such as listening to and 

remembering what has been said, evaluating an interviewee’s account and making 

decisions about lines of questioning (Hanway & Akehurst, 2018; Hanway, 2021). 

Cognitive load, that is the demands placed on mental resources when undertaking 

competing demands, was identified as a potential barrier to compliance with best 

practice (Hanway & Akehurst, 2018). A recent study by Hanway et al., (2021) 

provided empirical evidence for this. The authors found that increasing the cognitive 

demand (e.g., asking the participant to listen; remember; judge the information 

provided; and generate follow-up questions) on a participant during a mock 

investigative interview task, led to a reduction in the amount of accurate information 

the participant recalled about the statement. External factors, such as institutional 

pressure, stress, and a lack of training and feedback can also influence whether best 

practice is followed (Hanway & Akehurst, 2018; Powell et al., 2005).  

It is important to note that the ABE guidelines were devised, in large part, to 

interview children involved in allegations of child abuse (MoJ, 2011). Questions have 

been raised therefore about the applicability of the ABE guidelines to cases which 

involve older children. These concerns may extend to whether it is appropriate to 

apply the guidance to adult witnesses who are likely to differ vastly in their cognitive 

and social development when compared to both young and older children (Larcher, 

2015). Recent research has explored, with a primary focus on children, police 

officers’ experiences of conducting interviews using the ABE guidance (Hanway & 

Akehurst, 2018). However, to date, no research has looked at police officers’ 

experiences of using the ABE interview guidance solely with V/I adult witnesses. 

Better understanding the realities police officers face in applying the ABE guidance 

during interviews could help to ascertain why deviations in best practice occur, and 

provide key insights into the effectiveness and validity of using the ABE with V/I adult 

witnesses. This is therefore of importance and the main objective of the present 

study.  
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It has been argued that the interview process represents the most important point of 

contact with a witness (Powell, 2002). While much focus is placed on the interview, 

the interview alone does not determine how a case progresses. For instance, how 

witnesses are treated by police officers’ impacts how willing they are to engage in 

the criminal justice process (Papp et al., 2017). They are more likely to co-operate if 

they feel they are being treated fairly and that they are being taken seriously (Koster, 

2016). How police officers engage with witnesses can also play a significant role in 

how difficult the witness finds the justice process (Campbell, 2008). Being a V/I 

witness can be challenging and such witnesses have reported feelings of isolation 

and anxiety (Webster, 2019). Witnesses have reported the benefits of having the 

continuity of an assigned police officer as a point of support during the interview 

process (Webster, 2019). In line with this, ABE guidelines, as well as providing a 

recommended interview protocol, highlight the importance of supporting a witness 

both before and after interview, and advise that in-depth preparation should take 

place before an interview. However, while there is little research on the application of 

the ABE guidance outside of the interview, some evidence suggests that interview 

planning is not routinely followed (HMCPSI & HMIC, 2014; Somerville & Eason, 

2018). 

Cases involving V/I witnesses, such as sexual assaults, are seeing prosecution rates 

fall. This, in part, can be explained by an increase in witnesses withdrawing support 

for a case, particularly among individuals with mental health conditions (George & 

Ferguson, 2021). Witnesses have indicated poor relationships with police officers 

contribute to this (Hohl & Stanko, 2015) resulting in them feeling ill-informed and 

abandoned (George & Ferguson, 2021). Worryingly a recent report found that less 

than half of witnesses said they would report a crime again, based on their current 

experience (Victims Commissioner, 2020). This indicates a need to learn how police 

officers can more effectively and supportively work with witnesses. Therefore this 

study will also look to ascertain how police officers think the investigative process 

could be improved.  

The investigative process itself can be complex, and difficult for witnesses (George & 

Ferguson, 2021). The Nordic Barnahus model, which translates as ‘children’s house’ 

places emphasis on supporting vulnerable witnesses (in this case children) through 

the early stages of the process. The model attempts to meet the needs of witnesses 
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by offering multiple services in a children-friendly forensic environment (Johansson 

et al., 2017). Looking at the literature on information elicitation in a forensic setting, 

there has been little attention placed on the impact of the interview environment on 

witnesses’ (Hoogesteyn et al., 2020). The environment in which an interview takes 

place affects its quality, with studies from healthcare fields having found that 

pleasant environments, such as those with soft furnishings, encourage more 

interaction and disclosure of personal topics (Chaikin et al., 1976; Gifford, 1988). 

This extends to forensic environments where a positive physical setting has been 

associated by detainees with non-coercive interviewing. The suggestion is that a 

comfortable setting may foster rapport, thereby facilitating disclosure (Goodman-

Delahunty et al., 2014). By emphasing the role of multi-agency collaboration and by 

considering the environment in which the interview takes place the Barnahus model 

aims to make the interview process less burdensome for the witness. This is 

important as witnesses have indicated that during an interview external factors and 

competing priorities, impact on their ability to concentrate (Webster, 2019). Reducing 

the stress of the investigative process, may go some way to help witnesses be able 

to provide their best evidence, and in turn make it easier for officers to comply with 

ABE guidance. Research has shown that it can be challenging for police officers to 

make an early identification of vulnerability (O’Mahony et al., 2011). There is, 

however, a lack of research focusing on officers’ experience of the interview process, 

both before, during and post interview, when working with V/I adult witnesses. 

Investigating police officers’ experiences of applying the ABE guidance in terms of 

planning and support for V/I witnesses is therefore a secondary objective of the 

current study. 

Current Study  

Overall, while research has looked at police officers’ experiences of conducting 

interviews with children (Hanway & Akehurst, 2018), there is little exploration of 

officers’ experience of the interview process when working with V/I adult witnesses. 

The main aim of the present study was to gain a better understanding of police 

officers’ experiences of the investigative interview process when working with V/I 

adult witnesses, and in particular to (i) explore police officers’ experiences of 

applying the ABE guidance during interviews (ii) explore the challenges faced when 

working with V/I adult witnesses, before, during and post interview, and (iii) gain 
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insight into what could improve the interview process, before, during and post 

interview. Findings will inform what could be done to improve the investigative 

process for both officers and V/I adult witnesses, and highlight areas for future 

research. 

Due to the lack of previous research in this area, and in order to obtain detailed and 

exploratory accounts, a qualitative approach was considered most appropriate. The 

present study used Interpretative Phenomenological Analysis (IPA) to investigate 

police officers’ experiences of the investigative process when working with V/I adult 

witnesses. There were no predetermined hypotheses as the research was inductive 

and thereby driven by the data.  

Method  

Research Design  

The present study was underpinned by a Constructionist perspective with the 

ontology that there exists multiple socially constructed realities, and with an 

epistemology that knowledge and meaning are co-created through social interactions 

and interpretations. Complementary with Constructivist research, Interpretive 

Phenomenological Analysis (IPA) was the chosen methodology. IPA, aligned with 

Phenomenology, enables how participants make sense of their lived experiences to 

be explored (Pietkiewicz & Smith, 2014). This fitted with the current study which 

explored police officers’ thoughts, feelings, and perspectives, in order to understand 

how they interpret and make sense of their experiences. It also allowed for the 

exploration of unintentional meaning or to recognise aspects participants may be 

less aware of. This helped to produce a rich account of their lived experience. To 

obtain detailed first-person accounts about the participants’ experiences, one-to-one 

interviews were chosen for data collection, which allowed the participants to explain 

in their own terms their experiences and insights, relating to interviews with V/I 

witnesses.  

Participants  

A purposive sample of 6 serving police officers who had been trained to work with, 

and to conduct interviews with, V/I adult (18 years and over) witnesses using the 

ABE guidelines, were recruited from one police force. To be eligible for the study 
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participants had to have undertaken one or more interview/s with V/I adults 

witnesses in the preceding six months. This was to ensure relevance of the 

participants’ experiences. The sample size was chosen as it aligns with IPA 

recommendations (Turpin et al., 1997) and allows for meaningful comparisons to be 

made between individuals’ narratives, whilst also maintaining a manageable data 

sample for analysis (Pietkiewicz & Smith, 2014). The research was carried out in 

collaboration with the Office of Police and Crime Commissioner (OPCC) for 

Hampshire, and accordingly all participants were recruited from Hampshire 

Constabulary.  

The sample of 6 participants consisted of 3 females and 3 males, aged between 28 

and 56 years (M = 36.16 years, SD = 10.28 years). The length of participants’ 

service as police officers ranged from 2.5 to 16 years (M = 7.92 years,  SD = 4.45 

years). The number of investigative interviews the participants had conducted using 

the ABE guidance with V/I adult witnesses in the 6 months prior to their interview for 

this study, ranged from 2 to 10 (M = 5.16 SD = 3.92). The number of times the 

participants had been trained in the use of the ABE guidance ranged from 1 to 2 (M 

= 1.6 SD = 0.55).  

Procedure  

Ethical approval for the study was obtained from the University of Portsmouth. 

Following this, and in line with police research participation requirements, permission 

to approach participants was obtained from Hampshire Constabulary. The study was 

then shared by the Research and Evaluation Officer with Force Unit Officers who 

disseminated information about the research via email to police officers who met the 

inclusion criteria, that is, police officers who were trained in the use of the ABE 

guidance and who worked with V/I adult witnesses. The email explained that the 

purpose of the research was to explore police officers’ lived experience of working 

with, and undertaking the interview process using the ABE guidance, with V/I adult 

witnesses.  

Participants were informed that the study was voluntary, and a link was provided to a 

Qualtrics survey where detailed information about the study was provided (see 

Appendix 1), including reiteration of the purpose of the study, why it was being 

undertaken,  and confidentiality. The participants were advised that if they agreed to 
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take part they would be individually interviewed by the lead researcher, the 

interviews would last no longer than 60 minutes, and that due to ongoing 

governmental restrictions in place due to the Covid-19 pandemic this would take 

place online. The participants had the opportunity to leave their name and email if 

they wanted to take part, following which the lead researcher contacted them to 

arrange a mutually suitable date and time for the interview. Via the Qualtrics survey, 

participants were also asked demographic and informed consent questions, which 

needed to be completed prior to the interview (see Appendices 2-3).  

Participants were interviewed via the video-conferencing platform Zoom. While 

research of this type is traditionally done in person (Creswell, 2013) online 

interviewing has been received positively, with participants reporting being more 

comfortable using it to talk about sensitive topics (Gray et al., 2020). There is no 

reason therefore to consider online interviewing as a detriment to the study. 

However, an extra effort was made to develop rapport and build trust over email prior 

to the interview. Here participants were reminded that the interview would be relaxed 

and were given the opportunity to talk about any concerns or questions they had. A 

concern for the police officers was their busy and changeable schedules.  Therefore, 

it was made clear that the interview was flexible and that if they were unable to 

attend at the time originally agreed, the interview could be rearranged. This was 

important as developing trust can help participants feel more comfortable opening 

up. This can lead to obtaining rich data, thereby improving the credibility of the study 

(Lincoln & Guba, 1985).  

For the interviews, the researcher was located in a quiet, private room, and the 

participants were at a location of their choosing. At the start of the interview 

confidentiality and data security was discussed, including that Zoom adheres to UK 

data protection laws and is GDPR regulated. Participants were informed that their 

interview would be audio and video recorded, and that while their data was 

confidential, direct quotes would be used in related written reports, and if anything 

discussed was of identifiable concern that these entries would be omitted. Further, 

participants were informed they could end the interview at any point or withdraw their 

data for up to seven days after the interview. While previous written consent had 

been obtained, verbal consent for the interview being audio and video recorded was 

again obtained. At the end of the interview participants were asked if they had any 
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questions, were thanked for their time, and informed that if they wanted to talk again 

or add more information then they should contact the lead researcher. Participants 

were also asked if they would like a copy of the recorded interview. The interviews 

ranged from 20 mins to 54 minutes (M = 36 minutes, SD = 14.16 minutes).  

The audio-video recorded interviews were stored securely on an encrypted hard 

drive. 

Interviews  

A semi-structured interview protocol (see Appendix 4) was devised. This allowed for 

optimal use of interview time, consistency across participants, and kept the interview 

focused on the desired area of research (DiCicco-Bloom & Crabtree, 2006). The 

questions were devised based on the aims of the study and therefore included 

questions about officers’ experiences and views of; the use of ABE guidance; the 

challenges faced pre, during, and post interview; and how the process could be 

improved when working with V/I adult witnesses.  

A pilot study was run with a serving police officer to ensure the semi-structured 

interview protocol was appropriate for use (Creswell, 2013). It also allowed the 

researcher to practise interview skills. These included feeling comfortable with 

periods of silence, and actively listening and responding, thereby enhancing the 

studies credibility (Pietkiewicz & Smith, 2014). Further, the proposed questions for 

the protocol were shared with a senior detective, who provided insight and feedback 

to improve the questions. For example, it was advised that a distinction was made 

between vulnerable and intimidated witnesses when exploring what, from the 

participants’ perspectives,  would make the experience of the interview process 

better.  

The final protocol consisted of open-ended questions to try to encourage participants 

to fully express their viewpoints, opinions, and experiences and open prompts were 

used where possible. To ensure natural dialogue the protocol was used flexibly.  

This allowed participants, to some extent, to explore avenues of their choosing, 

thereby reducing the chance of losing important insights.  

Data Analysis  
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The audio-video recorded interviews were transcribed verbatim and checked for 

mistakes. The utterances of both participants and the researcher were included.  As 

the focus was on the verbal content of interviews, nonverbal content such as pause 

lengths were not documented on the interview transcripts.  

The data was analysed according to the principles of IPA (Pietkiewicz & Smith, 

2014). To ensure immersion and familiarisation with the data, each transcript was 

carefully read prior to making any notes. On the second reading, aligned with the IPA 

principles, exploratory notes and comments were made on content in relation to both 

the conceptual and descriptive features of the content of the transcript (Smith et al., 

2009). Each interview was initially analysed independently, and initial comments and 

notes were transformed into topics. The process was completed for all interviews 

before making cross-transcript comparisons. Recurrent topics across transcripts 

were then reflected on and grouped into themes. Here topics unique to individual 

transcripts were dismissed as the evidential support base across the transcripts was 

lacking. The emerging themes were grouped together conceptually. This led to 

super-ordinate and representative sub-ordinate themes representing participants’ 

experiences of interviewing V/I adult witnesses (see Table 1).  

Further considerations  

Lincoln and Guba (1985) suggest that to establish trustworthiness in qualitative 

research certain criteria, known as credibility, dependability, confirmability and 

transferability, must be met. To improve credibility, as discussed above, rapport was 

developed prior to the interviews to ensure participants felt comfortable disclosing 

their experiences. To improve dependability an audit trail was kept. This included 

decision-making steps, anonymised raw data, and analysed transcripts. Akin to the 

theoretical framework, the researcher was aware that the data was not neutral, but 

influenced by biases, motivations and interests, and therefore to improve 

confirmability, she wrote a journal reporting thoughts, biases and beliefs throughout 

the study. Further, explicitly detailing the context of the research, the method, 

sample demographics and inclusion criteria, allows the reader to evaluate whether 

the present findings transfer to their setting, thereby improving transferability.  
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Results and Discussion    

The main aim of the present study was to gain a better understanding of police 

officers’ experiences of the investigative interview process when working with V/I 

adult witnesses, and in particular to (i) explore police officers’ experiences of 

applying the ABE guidance during interviews (ii) explore the challenges faced when 

working with V/I adult witnesses, before, during and post interview, and (iii) gain 

insight into what could improve the interview process, before, during and post 

interview. The emergent themes were varied and included both positive and negative 

reflections from the participants. A total of three super-ordinate themes emerged and 

these are summarised in Table 1. The findings presented are supported by quotes 

and excerpts from the participants accounts, which are followed by the participant 

number (P1, P2 etc). The (..) symbol represents where a redundant word or words 

not relevant to the theme have been removed. Words contained within the [ ] symbol 

are an addition to make the sentence grammatically correct or easier to understand 

by clarifying the topic / subject group being discussed. These additions do not 

feature in the recordings.   

Table 1. Number of participants who referred to the identified themes during their interviews. 

 Participants who mentioned a theme 

 P1 P2 P3 P4 P5 P6 Total  

1 Supporting/ considering V/I adult witnesses        

  1A Communication with witnesses   √ √ √ √ √ √ 6 

  1B Interviewing facilities and     

        Location 

√ √  √ √ √ 5 

  1C Life complexity  √ √ √ √ √ √ 6 

2 Institutional factors/pressures        

  2A Training and feedback   √ √ √ √ √ √ 6 

  2B Resources    √ √ √ √ √ √ 6 

3 ABE guidance for V/I adult witnesses       √         √          √             √ √ √ 6 
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Super-ordinate theme 1: Supporting/ considering V/I adult witnesses 

The first super-ordinate theme that emerged highlighted the importance of, but 

challenges involved, in supporting V/I adult witnesses through the investigative 

interview process. Participants focused on (i) communication with witnesses, (ii) 

interview facilities and location, and (iii) life complexity. 

Sub-ordinate theme 1A: Communication with witnesses   

All participants discussed the importance of good communication with V/I adult 

witnesses. They noted the positive impact it can have on a witness 

and the progression of a case. This is consistent with the ‘rights of victims’ as set out 

in the Victim’s Code, where it is recommended that witnesses are provided with 

a clear explanation of the criminal process and are regularly updated (MoJ, 

2015). For example, study participants said: 

“I think it’s really important within our role, that we explain things and that we 

explain what it is we are doing, and that we explain what it is we are working 

towards, and we listen to them, and we understand, what, what is important to 

them because it’s going to be relevant to them providing an interview and what 

they give in an interview, and it’s important to talk about (…) what happens next, 

and the issues afterwards. Sometimes we already know what the issues are going 

to be afterwards as we have already talked about that. But unless we have had 

those chats, we aren’t going to know about those potential issues”. [P1]   

“I think you do need regular contact with them [witnesses], even if it's just to check 

in and just say how are things? um how are you feeling and any further problems 

that sort of stuff. I think if you do that, and certainly, experience would suggest, if 

you do that you've got a much better chance of, of keeping those victims on board, 

than if you say yeah okay, we charged the perpetrator, see you in six months and, 

and by that time you've lost them”.[P3]   

“Before the interview (…) I spend [a] good half an hour or 20 minutes at least [to] 

explain to them [witnesses] (…) the ground rules and what once we go to the 

interview room what happens and what is expected and things like that (…) [I] try 

to make them as relaxed as they can be you know, and I tried to explain to them 

that it's literally you and I talking about this incident, but in much more detail (…) as 

long as you explain to them why you do things in certain ways or the ground rules 

and what happens in that interview and what happens when we start recording (…) 

they're [witnesses] actually (…) easy to work with (…) they don't feel (…) 

uncomfortable or anything like that”. [P5]   
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Several participants highlighted that due to the complexity of the process, competing 

resources, and the expectation witnesses have, that communication can 

be challenging. For example, participants said: 

“So one of the big challenges that I have experienced is their [witnesses] 

understanding of what is happening. (…) I try and focus on our goals, our goals as 

an organisation, as an investigation and then their goals (…) even adults, even 

police officers, don’t always understand what it is we are working towards and the 

process that we work within because it can be very confusing (…) yeah it’s 

confusing for us as well. It’s not the sort of thing you can sweep by in ten minutes 

and explain everything as there are so many different elements and steps”. [P1] 

“You know they want to know [the witnesses] what's happening (…) when do I get 

to hear this person is going to court or behind the bars and, obviously, you know, 

they are hanging on to it so that's why it can be when they keep constantly (…) 

sending [an] email [to] you, sometimes you [are] off for two days, and when you go 

back and the same person [is] again saying what's happening (…) and sometimes 

[it] can be really you know kind of draining for us as well”. [P5]   

“I think a lot of the time they think it’s going to be that twice a week, every week 

contact and it’s just sort of trying to get them to understand that if I am not 

contacting you it’s not a problem”. [P2]   

“And sometimes they think I’m their personal police officer. So it then turns into 

every issue they have (…) could be a health issue sometimes they'll call me up 

because they've got my mobile number. And this is the problem with having our 

own personal mobiles to some extent, there's not that kind of professional 

boundary there”. [P4]   

Participants discussed some problems with communication that they have 

encountered and ways in which these could be resolved. For example, participants 

said: 

“One of the things we do, is I email them something called the victim advocate 

gateway (…) and it explains things from the point at which they reported to the 

police all the way through to a court and a conviction and a sentencing. But even 

that’s like a 100 and something pages of information which is just overkill”. [P1]    

“I think part of the issue is that the people who go initially to the report of a crime 

generally aren’t ABE trained. (…) Perhaps we could give them some training in 

ABEs to enable them to give at least give the victim, an idea of what’s going to 

happen. (…) Because they won't probably have ever done ABEs so they will know 

that they happen and they'll know kind of maybe the criteria for why we would do it, 
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but we still have instances where you know people are stabbed, you know, beaten 

up, attacked with hammers and instead of doing an ABE they've given 10 page 

statements and it just means that, it's not ideal (…) I think that probably should and 

needs to change”. [P3]    

“I think there’s a lot of unknown when we say we’re doing a videorecorded 

interview, people almost think it’s going to be like a TV set with a big old camera 

pointing in their face. (...) So I think people sometimes build it up more than it 

needs to be. (...) It will be quite helpful to just have like a YouTube video, this is 

what you’re going to expect, this is what the office is going to have, we can give it 

to them”. [P4]    

These quotes highlight that presenting informative material simply, and by using 

online tools such as YouTube videos could help witnesses to 

better understand the investigative process. Further, it emphasises the 

importance of ensuring that all police officers, whether or not they undertake 

interviews using ABE guidance, should understand the ABE process and be able to 

pass information about it onto witnesses. This is vital as V/I adult witnesses 

themselves have highlighted that a lack of understanding of the investigative process 

can negatively impact on their well-being (Webster, 2019).   

Participants discussed the heterogeneity of V/I adult witnesses and how they 

thought more could be done to help police officers communicate with such a diverse 

range of individuals. For example, participants said:  

“That something like maybe autism more, kind of disorders along those lines 

where the use of a communicator or someone to assist with communication could 

help but generally we don't have somebody in the interview with them. (…) But 

possibly in circumstances where there could well be a misunderstanding and I’m 

not thinking (…) as bad as the needs for an intermediary but possibly that could be 

expanded to, to encompass you know stuff like that, where it's not like they can't 

just absolute can't communicate, more like what they say can be misinterpreted. 

So potentially some training on autism, Asperger’s, that sort of thing. (…) And it's 

not done as a routine” [P3].    

“Somebody diagnosed with minor autism or (…) depression or anxiety (…) and 

they are absolutely fine in terms of communication there's nothing you can pick on 

when we deal with them and I’m sure if they have been diagnosed with let's say, 

for example, depression or anxiety surely there must be something 

that's (…) affecting them that we need to be aware of (…) so that we can address 

certain situations or ask certain questions accordingly (…) we don't have any 
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specific (…) trainings or any guidance in terms of dealing with the people with 

those kind of mental health needs or learning needs. (…) I would definitely vote for 

having that kind of training every now and then”. [P5]    

“I think sometimes our knowledge lets us down. We’re just expected to be able to 

communicate with these people we've had no real training on how to deal with 

vulnerabilities, we've had no training on mental health, so you'll get some, 

sometimes you’ll get health practitioners or care workers going ahhh, they've got 

this. A name an acronym that probably runs from A to zed I have no idea what it is, 

and I end up relying on Google so unless we have a registered intermediary there, 

which doesn't happen often because of the costs and the time (…) we do 

struggle”. [P4]     

Some police forces in the UK train officers to detect vulnerabilities in general, rather 

than give training on specific disabilities or mental health conditions (Crane et al., 

2015). However, the present findings indicate that police officers may benefit from 

having a more in-depth understanding of how to better communicate with, in 

particular, neurodiverse individuals and individuals with mental health conditions. 

Some participants noted that unlike with children, intermediaries were infrequently 

used with V/I adults, only being used with V/I adults when serious communication 

challenges existed. Intermediaries are matched to witnesses on a case-by-

case basis and use their expertise to advise police officers how to best communicate 

with an individual (Cooper & Mattison, 2017). If intermediaries are being used less 

frequently with V/I adult witnesses, this in turn puts more onus on police officers to 

have more advanced skills to be able to best deal with their vulnerabilities.   

Autism Spectrum Disorders (ASDs) cover a number of neurodevelopmental 

disorders including Asperger’s syndrome, high functioning autism, autism, and 

atypical autism (American Psychiatric Association, 2013). Among the general 

population it is estimated that about one in a hundred individuals fall within the 

autism spectrum (Baird et al., 2006), and that individuals with ASD have an 

increased risk of becoming a victim of crime (Maras et al., 2020). While individuals 

with ASD are unique, they are thought to share some similar characteristics which 

need to be considered. This includes difficulties in social communication and social 

reciprocity, literal thinking styles, difficulties with perspective taking,  (Lerner et al., 

2012; Murphy, 2018) and regulating their emotions (Bogdashina, 2003). Further,  it is 

estimated that about a quarter of adults in England experience a mental health 
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problem in any given year (McManus et al., 2009). Adults with mental health 

problems are also more likely to be victims of crime (Dinisman & Moroz, 2019; 

Maniglio, 2009) and to be subjected to higher rates of repeated victimisation  

(Teasdale et al., 2014). This indicates that individuals with both ASD and mental 

health conditions are not a rarity in the criminal justice system. Police officers who 

interview individuals with disabilities should, in accordance with ABE guidance, have 

undergone enhanced training (tier 3 level), which includes modules on how interview 

people with disabilities. While the ABE guidance itself does also advise how to adapt 

to working with individuals with ASDs, this is brief in nature and only covers general 

issues (MoJ, [S2, 2.115] 2011). Further, no specific guidance is given on different 

mental health conditions (MoJ, 2011). Victims of crime with mental 

health conditions have expressed that more mental health training for criminal justice 

practitioners would be useful, particularly to help police 

officers adapt their support style (Dinisman & Moroz, 2019). While police 

interviewers cannot be expected to be experts on ASDs or mental health conditions, 

these findings highlight that training on specific vulnerabilities may be useful for 

engaging witnesses and ensuring the interview process accounts for their needs. In 

line with this a recent review by the Criminal Justice Joint Inspection (2021) 

recommended that more specialised training should be provided to staff, such as 

police officers, who work closely with neurodivergent individuals (e.g., individuals 

with ASDs) in order to understand how such conditions impact on communication 

and to improve the systems outcome for neurodivergent individuals. Further 

research should also look at the efficacy of enhanced tier 3 training in relation to 

aiding officer in adapting to needs of individuals with disabilities. Separately, if 

officers are trying to adapt to an individual’s needs without the necessary skill set or 

knowledge, this may increase their cognitive load. As cognitive load has been 

associated with, by police officers, an increase in deviations from using the ABE 

guidance this could have a negative impact on the quality of interviews (Hanway & 

Akehurst, 2018).   

Sub-ordinate theme 1B: Interviewing facilities and location.  

The ABE guidance states that consideration should be given to the interior of the 

interview room, and in particular the room layout (MoJ, 2011). In line 
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with this, participants discussed the importance of having good interviewing 

facilities when interviewing V/I adult witnesses. For examples, participants said:  

“Years ago we updated our interview suites (...) because they looked dank and horrible. I 

didn’t want to go there let’s put it that way (…) let alone an adult [witness] (…) they 

probably don’t want to go there. (...) So one thing we have implemented its much nicer, 

its decorated neutrally but nicely decorated”. [P1]   

“I think, where we are, we're quite fortunate obviously because we've got these lovely 

VRI [ video recorded interview ] suites (...) and they just had a fresh lick of paint a couple 

of years ago, so they’re not unpleasant place to be, but they are quite cold.(...) the rooms 

(…) they're just empty rooms with furniture in and it's very neutral decoration and I think 

that that's not always getting the best out of people”. [P2]    

Research has found that room interiors can impact on disclosure, and are thought to 

help foster rapport (Chaikin et al., 1976; Gifford, 1988; Goodman-Delahunty et al., 

2014). With consideration to this, the Nordic Barnahus model holds that the interior 

of an interview suite should be inviting and comfortable (Johansson et al., 2017). The 

present findings are in line with previous research where both police officers and 

witnesses viewed the internal environment of the interviewing facilities as important 

for facilitating disclosure (Hanway & Akehurst, 2018; Mudaly & Goddard, 

2006). Presently, however, participants focused not only on the condition of the 

interview suites, but also on their location. Participants emphasised the benefit to the 

witnesses of suites being based away from police stations. This insight is consistent 

with the Barnahus model which holds an interview location should be separate from 

a police station (Johansson et al., 2017). For example, participants said:  

“It’s quite nice to be able to go away from the police station, one for me just to get a 

change of scenery, and also for them, because a lot of people don't like to go be seen 

there, at a police station or they're worried someone might see them so that works quite 

well”. [P4]  

“We don’t do them [interviews] at the stations, we have specific suites to do interviews in, 

tucked away hidden, other forces don’t have that, you would do a video recorded 

interview in a police station. And I don’t think that’s appropriate”. [P1]    

“The main thing is the location (…)  it’s not at the police station, because it can be a bit 

daunting (…) in Hampshire we do have good facilities (…) in a residential area, it’s a 

normal house (…) you know the soft furniture and couches and things like that its very 

relaxed (…) I think that really, really helps”. [P5]    
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“ They're [video recorded interview suites] in really nice locations as well (…) So yes, I think 

we're very lucky (…) I don't think it should be done in the other way personally, they're all away 

from police stations. (…) Most of our suites are actually, they’re a way away (…) so you don't 

even run the risk of thinking that you are going to bump into somebody that knows you. (…) 

there is so often, feelings of shame or guilt around, or blame around what they disclose that 

having that type of location, I think, is, is extremely important”. [P6] 

While there is little research on the impact of the location of an interview suite on 

facilitating information disclosure,  a recent study by Hoogesteyn et al., (2020) found 

that conducting interviews away from formal interview rooms, such as those found at 

a police station, led to participants feeling more at ease and in control. While in 

Hoogesteyn et al.’s study this did not translate to an increase in the quality or 

quantity of the information disclosed, this may have been due to the study design 

which used a mock crime scenario. It is unlikely therefore, that the participants in the 

study had the same level of discomfort as witnesses of a real crime. Stress is 

thought to impair cognitive functioning by reducing the amount of attention that can 

be devoted to information processing (Kahneman, 1973). Stress therefore acts as a 

cognitive load, with attention being divided between the task and environmental 

demands (Stawski et al., 2006). An environment that makes the witness feel more in 

control and at ease, could help to reduce their cognitive load. This is important as 

victims have indicated that competing cognitive demand can prevent them being 

able to give their best evidence (Webster, 2019).  

While the participants in the current study cited that the standard of the interviewing 

facilities at their place of work were high, they indicated concerns about one specific 

suite and that more suites were needed in one particular region. For example, 

participants said:  

“There is one, the interview suite in ****(…) that’s a bit (…) outdated (…) it’s not very 

soundproof. (…) And sometimes it can be a little bit distracting when you’re in the middle 

of (…) somebody telling their story (…)  sometimes we can hear people next room and 

it’s [a] little bit distracting. ”[P5]    

“This old **** interview suite (…) it is noticeably different to all the other suites, it’s not 

nicely furnished, it’s just tatty, it’s not comforting. You kind of walk into it and think (…) 

what am I going in to. I am sure for some people (…) that’s going to play in the back of 

their minds”. [P1] 
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“There’s  lots [video-recorded interview suites] in the West in Southampton, there’s lots in 

the North (…) there’s one in the East, which means we sometimes struggle for demand, 

and we have to drag people over towards ****. (...) and then we go your one is near **** 

near this little village, and it kind of puts them off (…) and this is another barrier of them 

wanting to talk to us”. [P4]    

These quotes highlight the negative impact that sub-standard facilities can have on 

both the witnesses and police officers, and may offer an explanation as to why ABE 

guidance is not always followed. A properly functioning complement of interview 

suites requires even location distribution, access, and interior quality. While more 

research is needed looking at the impact on the location and ergonomics  of 

interview suites for both police officers and witnesses, these present findings do 

indicate that the interview location and standard of suites may be important when 

working with V/I adult witnesses.  

Sub-ordinate theme 2C: Life complexity  

Participants discussed the complexity of the V/I adult witnesses. In particular they 

referred to factors external to the investigation such as the life factors of the 

witnesses. Some participants discussed the impact these factors have on the ability 

or willingness of V/I witnesses to engage in the investigative process. For example, 

participants said:  

“A lot of the people that we work with can lead quite chaotic lifestyles (…) and 

sometimes that can just make it quite challenging to actually get them to the 

interview”. [P2]  

“Most of the people we, we deal with (…) are vulnerable because that's just the 

circle, they, they’ve mixed it in their whole life it's the sort of lifestyle that they 

lead”. [P3]  

“Most of the people we deal with they are regular (…) they are in the system (…) 

which means that they might have other factors as well,  other issues, for example, 

drugs issues or misuse alcohol or, or what we have a marker called trouble 

family”. [P5]  

“Because they [witnesses] don't want to disclose what they've got to disclose 

because there is so often, additional help that's needed, so we deal with a lot of 

people with mental health issues with, with drink or drug dependencies and 

lifestyles can be so hectic that they just don't want to engage they just want the 

problem to go away”. [P6]  
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The complexity of the witnesses’ lives can make it challenging for them to be able to 

give their best evidence and is something to which the police officers must adapt. 

For example, participants said:  

“It’s about safeguarding, support, counselling, because there is so much going on, 

in the background, it’s not just someone doing an interview, there is usually so 

much going on behind there, it actually has an effect on them being able to do an 

interview, and when they are sat in that room, telling you, they are not just telling 

you, what’s going on, they have probably got a thousand things going on in the 

back of their minds, that may not even be relevant to an investigation, but it 

relevant to them. And within my role I need to kind of acknowledge that. I need to 

be mindful that there’s in some cases, a thousand things that is more important 

than them providing an interview, that I need to sort out before they are able to 

even take the step to do an interview”. [P1]  

“There is that ongoing pull between suspects and victim quite often where you 

know, the victim quite often feels guilty about telling the police about the abuse 

they have suffered and, and (…) maybe the abuser has got that control over them 

as well, which, with a bit, possibly a few days, possibly between when the offense 

happened, and giving the interview you've got that time to think haven’t you”. [P3] 

“Adults have got different motivations, and they also have to cope with sometimes, 

we speak about embarrassing things and yes I've probably heard it 1000 times I 

couldn't care less what they gotta say to be honest with you, but they do care, and 

they also care that it might get played in court so try and sometimes you have to 

be quite direct, which is not necessarily in line with the guidance, but you've got to 

try everything else first”. [P4] 

“Most of the jobs we get, most of the people we deal with they are, they have had 

police contact in the past, you know they, they are in our system already so maybe 

not to known for those kind of offences as a victim, but they are known for other 

matters as a suspect maybe or, or the family members have been involved with 

the police, in the past, so they have quite long extensive police report or on our 

system when we check, we know who they are already (…) so this is why I think 

most of the people we deal with, they are the regular people or, people who have 

dealt with before so that's why their experience is most of the time negative from 

the past experience with the police”. [P5]  

The current theme highlights that working with V/I adult witnesses is a complex and 

challenging task. Participants recognised that if witnesses do not receive support to 

deal with background factors, be it mental health difficulties, drug and alcohol abuse, 

family difficulties, or socioeconomic problems, this may impact their ability to 
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participate in a criminal case and to give their best evidence. Indeed V/I adult 

witnesses have identified factors such as distracting thoughts and competing 

priorities resulting in them being unable to fully concentrate on giving evidence at an 

interview (Webster, 2019). Working memory (WM) is the amount of information that 

can be held in the mind during the execution of a cognitive task (Cowan, 2014). WM 

is a limited mental resource (Ma et al., 2014) and if witnesses are distracted, this 

may leave them with less WM capacity to allocate cognitive resources to giving 

evidence. This may negatively impact on an individuals ability to give a reliable and 

detailed account. Interviewing is a complex task (Powell, 2002). If witnesses are less 

able to focus on giving evidence, it is likely to make obtaining information more 

difficult for interviewers. This may increase the cognitive demands on an interviewer, 

which can decrease adherence to the ABE guidance (Hanway & Akehurst, 2018).  

The Barnahus model highlights the importance of professional collaboration, bringing 

together services, including police agencies, prosecutorial agencies and health and 

welfare agencies under one roof (Johansson et al., 2017).  While it may not be 

financially or logistically possible to emulate this in the UK, this theme does highlight 

that the right support services must be in place to help witnesses to engage in the 

process and to aid police officers in their role.  

Super-ordinate theme 2: Institutional factors/pressures   

The second super-ordinate theme that emerged highlighted the role institutional 

factors can have on police officers’ adherence to ABE guidance. Participants 

focused on (i) training and feedback, and (ii) resources.   

Sub-ordinate theme 2A: Training and feedback     

It is mandatory for police officers who interview V/I adult witnesses to undertake 

training in the ABE guidance (MoJ, 2011). However, participants noted that 

ongoing training was rare, and raised concerns about the negative impact this 

might have on the interview. For example, participants said: 

“The big thing is training (…) you are just kind of left to get on with it and you sometimes 

feel like you're making it up. Or you’ll have somebody else that comes back from training, 

and they will be like ah, we were taught this. Well it’s great you might have been taught 

that, but I don't know where it's come from um so we are kind of left floundering a little 

bit”. [P4]    
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“I started my role about 3 and a half years ago, it’s all initial course, ABE, practicing it, (...) 

[and] we had a guest speaker, the man that wrote ABE, he came and did a thing, March 

2020 and we asked him questions, and that was probably, its took 2 years before we had 

an updated bit of training and chat with him”. [P1]    

“We don't kind of get any reinforcement training, so I was trained on VRI [video-recorded 

interviews] three years ago and (…) I could have got lax, I could have cut some corners 

because it's natural for us to just kind of get into our own little routine (…) And if there's 

some kind of way of just making sure we kept to the guidance as best as possible, I think 

we'd be much better.(…..) and the ABE guidance it’s so big (…) there's no way for me to 

be able to read it again or have a little refresher unless somebody puts me on a course, 

where I’ve got protected learning time I’m too busy thinking about my accounts. I have 

sometimes got 24 old crimes that are all serious and complex”. [P4]   

Concerns were also raised about the lack of feedback currently given on participants’ 

interviews when using the ABE guidance. The participants noted in particular the 

negative impact this may be having on them meeting best evidence standards. 

These findings are in line with previous research that interviewers receive little 

feedback on their performance (Hanway & Akehurst, 2018). For example, 

participants said: 

“You know other than the detectives or whoever is monitoring and assisting in the other 

room, no one else really sees those interviews (...) I don't know if I got into any bad 

habits, or I don't know if (…) I’m breaching guidance ever so slightly I wouldn't know 

about it because sort of no one's sort of reviewing them”. [P2]   

“You do start [getting feedback] when you're being tutored, but I was last tutored in 2012. 

(…) sometimes you have mannerisms you know you come across in a certain way, and 

you don’t realise that you come across in certain way, certainly from my point of view I do 

that all the time, you might say something, and you mean X and actually most of them 

people take it as something completely different. (...) And when you are talking about 

vulnerable and intimidated victim if that has a negative effect on that victim, you know 

and you can be doing that every time single time and, and discouraging them from telling 

you what's happened (…) to have them viewed occasionally [ABE interviews] would be 

useful (….) it’s actually not usually until they go to court that they are critiqued”. [P3]    

“No one ever views our VRIs [video-recorded interviews] (…) occasionally you'll get a 

CPS [Crown Prosecution Service] like, comment on a memo (…) but it doesn't really kind 

of give you any feedback as to whether it's any good or not”. [P4]    

“We do at least one or two interviews a month and for the last three years, I haven't had any 

feedback or my supervisor or, nor have I got any complaint so assuming really so far, I'm doing 
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good maybe (…) But until someone actually you know sits down, and I think do the Dip sample 

or whatever, then..”. [P5]   

Applying best guidance protocols can be difficult (Hanway & Akehurst, 2018; 

Johnson et al., 2015) and adherence to best practice can be lost as quickly as one 

month after training (Smith et al., 2009). Therefore maintaining effective interview 

skills is vital. One way to do this is to use organised feedback which can improve 

investigative interviewing by reducing deviations from best practice guidance (Lamb 

et al., 2002). Further, ongoing evaluations make certain the interviewer complies with 

policies and practices (Farrugia et al., 2019). This is important as how police officers’ 

believe they conduct an interview does not always reflect what is actually 

occurring (Farrugia & Gabbert, 2020). Presently, while participants highlighted the 

importance of, and indicated that they adhered to best practice guidance, several 

participants noted they did not return to the guidance to refresh their knowledge. 

Without feedback, unintentional deviations from ABE guidance may occur. If these 

deviation are unacknowledged they may be continually repeated, and ineffective 

interviewing techniques may become habits (Miller et al., 2019). Breaking habits can 

be difficult (Jager, 2003) and more consistent feedback may help to avoid ABE non-

compliant habits forming. Training can also help to create skill acquisition, whereby a 

task becomes automatised, requiring fewer attentional resources (Fitts & Posner, 

1969). This is important as it allows mental space for the interviewer to focus on 

other important aspects of an interview, such as actively listening and determining 

the line of questioning. However, not all training leads to a desired performance 

change (Hershkowitz et al., 2001;  Lamb, 1996). While traditional intensive training 

courses are not best suited to enhancing the quality of investigative interviews, there 

is evidence that training which is distributed over multiple modules, both in-person or 

computer based, can enhance interviewing skills and interview quality (Benson & 

Powell, 2015; Lamb, 2016). This is vital as improving interview quality is associated 

with an increase in the amount of allegations that lead to charge and conviction (Pipe 

et al., 2013). Throughout the interviews conducted for the current study, participants 

were passionate about wanting to do the best job they could for witnesses. For them 

to achieve this aim more feedback and ongoing training could be beneficial.  

Sub-ordinate theme 2B: Resources    
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Organisational stressors, that is ‘job context’ stressors, such as resource availability, 

training and co-worker relations have been reported to contribute to nearly half of the 

variance in police performance (Shane, 2010). Presently, participants reported that a 

lack of available facilities and access to support services, and heavy caseloads, 

meant they were not always able to meet the standards that they wanted to, or were 

expected to meet. For example, participants said: 

“When you are juggling for example 30 people all with varying different difficulties 

that is constantly changing over the months you are supporting them, that is where 

the real difficulty lies. That’s beyond ABE, that’s for us to manage but that’s in the 

background around what we have got to juggle. The stuff that’s in the back of our 

minds, and it’s easy to criticise”. [P1]  

“I have got multiple people like 25 other people so and also the interview 

itself (…) it's also very, very draining and kind of very exhausting process”. [P5] 

“We say the interviews tend to, should be happening, a couple of days later so 

they've had time to absorb it, it's actually usually more like weeks and that sort of 

thing, so I think that I always find as a bit of a challenge is to actually get them 

there”. [P2]    

“Intermediaries (…) they are brilliant, but you can be waiting for up to 

4-6 weeks (…) and so to give an example, we have a high 

risk domestic case and they live with the abuser, they’ve disclosed 

years of recent, horrific things and, we can go in and sweep in and 

arrest the perpetrator put bail conditions and protect that individual but 

then you look to getting an intermediary (…) and you certainly wouldn’t 

be looking to do the VRI [video recorded interview] in a couple of 

days’ time. It’s just not something that is going to be happening”. [P1] 

“We can't just walk into a VRI [video recorded interview] suite where there's not 

that many available. We have to have a wait and sometimes that can be two three 

weeks before a suites available, so they [witnesses] kind of have that trauma, start 

to get over it, and then we make them relive that trauma again (…) it's not their 

fault it's not our fault but it's not ideal”. [P4]         

These quotes highlight the impact a lack of resources can have not only on the 

police officers but also the negative impact they believe it has on V/I adult witnesses. 

Participants also discussed that staffing levels have an impact on whether the ABE 

guidance is met, and on meeting the needs of the witness. For example, participants 

said: 
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“What is quite clear in the guidance is the fact that you should have at least two 

ABE interviewers possibly three because you have two in the room and one 

monitoring, but in  practice we almost never have that. So you have 

generally have, you would generally have one ABE interviewer in the room, and 

then probably a non-ABE interviewer monitoring (…) it would be good to be able to 

adhere to the guidance, but generally we can’t”. [P3] 

“I think the reality of an ABE don't always get met in an interview. If I’m being 

brutally honest, I think in ABE, maybe it says you [are] meant to have three 

interviewers (…) We make sure there is two at a minimum. I've heard some people 

trying to do it with one, but I don't like that, because all it needs is a witness to 

move or to fidget and they'll be off camera and it looks awful if it gets played in the 

courtroom”. [P4]    

“It does feed [resourcing] into our ability to do interviews, and how we plan those 

interviews, and what we do after those interviews, it’s all feeds into is (…) for 

example, over the weekend, we have had a lady (…) she’s an intimidated witness 

due to the nature of what she has been subject to (…) she wanted to do a VRI 

[video recorded interview], she’s told us she wants to do a VRI, and we do not 

have the staff to do that today and she’s been told she has to wait two weeks to be 

able to do that. And as much as I want to be able to do a VRI with her I can’t, I 

can’t, and there is not a detective available. And you know resource wise that is 

something we are having to juggle right now. And if I do prioritise her, it means 

someone else gets put back and it’s just trying to manage. That’s the difficulty right 

now, it’s just trying to manage so much”. [P1].   

“No, no, I mean we have time restraints that you, you don't get an interview in 

when you want to because, we are particularly in like August we are so short of 

staff. And then you're thinking oh gosh we're leaving it another week which isn't 

ideal”. [P6]  

The presence of an interview monitor is necessary as they make sure interviews are 

conducted professionally and aid in the identification of gaps in the witness’s account 

(MoJ, 2011). It is important therefore, that this guidance is followed.  

As a result of the Covid-19 pandemic, there was a small decrease in the overall 

crime reported (Clark, 2021). However, it is likely crime will increase to pre-pandemic 

levels following the end of lockdown (Balmori de la Miyar et al., 2021) . It has been 

reported that lockdown has intensified the vulnerabilities of already vulnerable 

individuals (Her Majesty’s Inspectorate of Constabulary and Fire & Rescue Services 

[HMICFRS], 2020), with reports of domestic violence crimes increasing by 
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7% (Office for National Statistics, 2020). On top of this, the volume of sexual 

offences reported to the police has almost tripled in recent years (Office for National 

Statistics, 2021). As of 2020 there was 10% fewer full-time police officers then in 

2009 (Home Office, 2020). This indicates that police forces are having to do more for 

vulnerable witnesses with less resources. While there are plans to increase the 

police officer levels over the next three years (HMICFRS, 2020), present caseload 

and understaffing may contribute to non-compliance with ABE guidance. In light of 

cases involving vulnerable individuals increasing, more support may be needed for 

units that deal specifically with V/I adult witnesses, particularly during the Covid-19 

pandemic. As participants highlighted that getting and keeping a witness on board 

with the criminal justice process involves regular communication, a lack of resources 

and too high a caseload may limit how much communication police officers are able 

to provide. Workplace stressors, such as high demand have been associated with 

both poor physical and mental health (Goh et al., 2015) which in turn is likely to 

undermine police forces ability to follow the ABE guidance.   

Super-ordinate theme: ABE guidance for V/I adult witnesses 

The third super-ordinate theme that emerged was in relation to the appropriateness 

of using the ABE guidance with V/I adult witnesses. To ensure interview guidance is 

used it must meet the needs of the professionals who use it (Launay & Py, 2015). 

Presently, the participants indicated using ABE guidance with V/I adult witnesses 

was beneficial for both themselves and the witness.  For example, participants said: 

“Generally speaking, I find it [ABE] is actually a really successful way of getting an 

account from someone. And it's quite nice as well, because obviously you can use 

pauses in there, whereas in a suspect interview you can't so that's quite nice that 

you can actually use silence as a way to get more out of people (..) I find that is a 

much easier process to go through with someone. Especially under those 

conditions against the statement process if that makes sense”. [P2]    

“The way we do [it] is quite good. And it is quite easy to follow and it's 

easier than giving a statement I think it's logical. It makes sense. And it is kind of 

more conversational , I think it helps you know, helps the victim as well, in terms of 

giving them an opportunity to say what's happened”. [P3]    

“I think a good victim witness interview, you can make or break a job, but if a 

suspect goes no comment it doesn't matter because it's usually put to brief 

anyway. So I really enjoy doing the VRI [video recorded interview] processes, and I 
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think it's much more comfortable and relaxed than a statement, so I prefer them 

personally”. [P4]   

“I don't (…) think of any (…) challenges around following that ABE guidance, 

because I think (…) it's (…) good guidance”. [P5]    

“It is the best process [the ABE interview], I think, for certainly, the type of victims, 

we deal with”. [P6]    

However, there was an awareness that the ABE guidance has not been updated 

since 2011. For example, a participant said: 

“I think over the years the ABE that we, we use it’s quite old, I say it’s quite old, 

there’s been several years since it’s been (…) updated and relooked at. But it’s still 

relevant today (…) relevant in the way that we conduct our interviews”. [P1]   

Some participants discussed how difficulties in applying the ABE guidance can arise, 

particularly in relation to open-ended questions and when working with 

uncooperative witnesses . For example, participants said: 

“It works fine if you got somebody who engages and can recollect stuff. 

If they can’t it’s hard”. [P3]    

“You start with very open very vague questions I find a lot of people really struggle 

with those and, or you might ask them a very open vague question (…) but they'll 

go off in a completely different direction (…) I do find it in an interview (…) that as 

long as I’ve done those open questions I do find it quite quickly you tend to start 

narrowing the questions down”. [P2]   

Witnesses that are uncooperative often say as little as possible and provide 

incomplete information (De La Fuente Vilar, 2020). Police officers often encounter 

witnesses who are not willing to engage in the investigative process (Confrey, 2017; 

Wheeler et al., 2017). Some witnesses may be unwilling to talk due to hostility 

towards the police (Shepherd & Griffiths, 2013), while others may be worried about 

co-operating due to intimidation (Maynard, 1994).Open-ended questions have been 

found to elicit more accurate and complete answers during interviews (Fisher, 2010). 

However, criminal practitioners have questioned the effectiveness of open-ended 

questions for uncooperative witnesses (De La Fuente Vilar, 2020).  As a result there 

is a risk that adherence to best practice guidance may be impeded, particularly if the 

interviewer is ill-prepared for the challenge of overcoming resistance to co-operation 

(De La Fuente Vilar, 2020). Further research is needed to develop evidence-based 
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strategies for interviewing uncooperative witnesses (De La Fuente Vilar, 2020). This 

may help officers to adhere to ABE guidance when witnesses do not engage. 

Overall, due to ABE guidance being primarily based on research with children of 

sexual assault (MoJ, 2011) questions have been raised about its use with V/I adult 

witnesses. This theme highlights that from the perspective of the present 

participants, the ABE guidance is, in general, appropriate i.e. works well with V/I 

adult witnesses.  

General Discussion 

The main aim of the present study was to gain a better understanding of police 

officers’ experiences of the investigative interview process when working with V/I 

adult witnesses. Using Interpretative Phenomenological Analysis (IPA), three super-

ordinate themes were identified.  

The first theme identified related to ‘Supporting/considering V/I adult witnesses’. This 

was something all participants felt was a key part of their role. Participants 

highlighted that good communication was vital for engaging witnesses, and for 

making them feel more at ease both before, during and after interviews. However, 

because of the complexity of the criminal justice process, the needs of the 

witnesses, and competing demands, participants indicated that good communication 

could be challenging and was not always successfully achieved. Participants also 

discussed the impact of interviewing facilities. Consistent with the Nordic Barnahus 

model used with children (Baugerud & Johnson, 2017), both the interior of the 

interview room and the location (away from the police station) was discussed as 

important for helping V/I adult witnesses to be able to give their best evidence. 

Lastly, in relation to this theme, participants discussed life complexity. Participants 

indicated that life factors external to criminal cases can impact on whether, and how, 

a witness is able to engage in the investigation process.  

The second theme identified was in relation to ‘Institutional factors and pressures’.  

Refresher training and feedback were recognised as important for ensuring 

compliance with the ABE guidance and skill development. However, participants 

discussed how both ongoing training and feedback were currently lacking. While 

refresher training and feedback would require some protected learning time, it could 

help ensure ABE skills are maintained. Participants also discussed the role of 
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resources. In particular heavy caseloads and the availability of staff and video-

recorded interview suites were described as constraining factors to meeting both 

best practice guidance, and the needs of the witness.  

The third emergent theme related to ‘ABE guidance for V/I adult witnesses’. In 

general, the participants expressed satisfaction with the ABE guidance and indicated 

that it was helpful for getting the best account from witnesses. While specific 

challenges were highlighted, such as working with uncooperative witnesses or using 

open-ended questioning, it does indicate that overall the participants saw the ABE 

guidance as working well with V/I adult witnesses.  

Methodological strengths and limitations  

The present study aimed to establish a better understanding of police officers’ 

experiences of working with V/I adult witnesses. Positively the data that informed the 

development of the three super-ordinate themes emerged from an analysis of what 

police officers reported having experienced when working with V/I adult witnesses. 

This type of research therefore has high ecological validity (Lewkowicz, 2001) and 

provides a rare insight into police officers’ thoughts and experiences.  

 

The IPA method is appropriate for gaining insights into situations that are largely 

unexplored (McCormack & Joseph, 2018). However, IPA is usually conducted with a 

small number of participants (Pietkiewicz & Smith, 2014). While beneficially that 

allows for an in-depth examination of each account, the small sample size of six 

means the present findings may not be generalisable to the thousands of police 

officers who work with, and interview, V/I adult witnesses. Further, the participants 

were all recruited from one police force in the United Kingdom, and therefore 

alternative perspectives and experiences may exist across different forces, countries 

and cultures. Whilst the findings here must be treated with caution, given the lack of 

research currently available on this topic, they may serve as a foundation for future 

research.  

 
Practical implications and future research  

Communication between the police and V/I adult witnesses was highlighted as 

extremely important. However, there is little research specifically looking at this 

factor. To help improve working with V/I adult witnesses research could look to gain 
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insight, on a larger scale, into both police officers’ and witnesses’ experience of 

communication, including the challenges faced, and how both in-person and written 

communication could be improved to better meet the needs of V/I adult witnesses. 

Several participants suggested, to improve communication with witnesses that 

simple and concise written guides to the criminal justice system, alongside the use of 

online video platforms such as Youtube videos may be helpful. Additional training on 

how to communicate better with different vulnerabilities, such as Autism Spectrum 

Disorders and mental health conditions, was also seen as potentially useful.  

To promote ABE compliance and increase skilled interviewing, ongoing training and 

feedback should be provided. Initial computer-based training has been found to be 

beneficial in improving interviewing skills (Benson & Powell, 2015). Further research 

could look to ascertain if the benefit of computer-based learning could be extended 

to ongoing/refresher training. This type of training would allow for information to be 

provided in manageable units( (e.g., focussing on different vulnerabilities) over 

extended periods of time, without the financial and time implications that are often 

associated with in-person training. Further, periodic peer or self-assessment of 

interviews may help achieve this aim (Akehurst et al., 2016). 

The present findings also indicate that aspects of the Barnahus model presently 

used with children (Johansson et al., 2017) could be beneficial for V/I adult 

witnesses. The location of the interview room was deemed important. However there 

is a lack of research exploring this, and what does exists lacks ecological validity 

(Hoogesteyn et al., 2020). Therefore further research could look to expand on this 

and look at both the impact on witnesses and police officers.  

Conclusion  

In sum, participants perceived that good communication and good interviewing 

facilities, and location are important when working with V/I adult witnesses. It 

emerged that non-compliance with the ABE guidance was not due to dissatisfaction 

with the ABE guidance itself, which participants indicated, in general, was easy to 

apply and beneficial for use with V/I adult witnesses. Instead a lack of resources, a 

lack of feedback and training, and the complexity of the witnesses’ needs were 

implicated in potential non-compliance with best practice.  
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These are the views of the individuals involved in the study, as interpreted by 

the researcher, and therefore may not be representative of Hampshire 

constabulary as a whole.  
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Appendices  

Appendix 1 – Participant Information Sheet  
 
STUDY TITLE:  Police Officers’ experiences of working with vulnerable and/or intimidated 
adult witnesses. 
  
We would like to invite you to take part in our research. Before you decide, we would like you 
to understand why the research is being conducted and what it will involve for you. Please 
feel free to contact the principal researcher - Juliet Wilkes - at juliet.wilkes@myport.ac.uk if 
anything is unclear or you would like further information. 
  
We are aiming to recruit Police Officers trained in the use of ABE guidance (2011) who work 
with and conduct investigative interviews with vulnerable and/or intimidated adults. 
 
What is the purpose of the study? 
The main aim of this study is to investigate Police Officers’ experiences of conducting 
interviews using ABE guidance when working with vulnerable and/or intimidated adult 
witnesses. 
 
Why have I been invited? 
You have been invited to take part as you are a serving Police Officer, and you are trained in 
the use of ABE guidance. We are hoping to gain insight into your experiences of the 
interviewing process when working with vulnerable and/or intimidated adult witnesses. 
 
Do I have to take part? 
This study is voluntary and so it is entirely up to you if you want to take part or not. If you do 
decide to take part, you are able to withdraw at any point, and you do not need to provide a 
reason. 
  
Expenses and payments 
There are no financial rewards for taking part in this study. 
 
What will happen to me if I take part? 
This study involves taking part in a 1-1 semi-structured interview, with the principal 
researcher – Juliet Wilkes. This will be organised for a mutually agreed date and time and 
will take approximately 20 – 40 minutes, and no longer than 60 minutes. Due to the ongoing 
Covid-19 pandemic, rather than meeting face-to-face, the interview will take place via the 
video-conferencing platform Microsoft Teams. 
  
The interview will be conducted in a friendly and relaxed manner and will look to gain 
insights into your experiences of working with vulnerable and/or intimidated adult witnesses 
while using ABE guidance. The interview will be audio-recorded or video-recorded 
(depending on your preference).  After the interview and if you so wish, you will have the 
opportunity to listen to or watch the recording and you will be free to withdraw consent if you 
are no longer happy for the recording to be used. If you are content for the interview to be 
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used, it will be transcribed by the principal researcher and the topics discussed will be 
assessed.  
 
What will I have to do? 
During the interview, you will be asked some general questions about your experiences of 
the interview process under the guidance of ABE (pre-interview, conducting the interview, 
and post-interview) when working with vulnerable and/or intimidated adult witnesses. You do 
not have to prepare for this, but just be open to talking about your own insights and 
experiences. 
 
Are there any possible disadvantages/risks to taking part? 
There are no foreseeable risks or disadvantages associated with participating in this study. 
The information you provide will be confidential and will be analysed solely for the purpose of 
this research project. Taking part (or not) will not affect your performance review. 
 
Are there any benefits to taking part? 
We hope the results of this study will give voice to Police Officers’ experiences. This 
research will help to highlight issues surrounding working with and interviewing 
vulnerable/and or intimidated adults, an under-researched area. The findings will be used to 
inform how to improve the interview process for Police Officers and will create areas for 
future research. 
 
Will my taking part in the study be kept confidential? 
Yes. The raw data (interview recording and transcript) will be kept securely on a password 
protected computer by the principal researcher. All transcripts will be anonymised with a 
numerical code and therefore your names will not appear on the transcripts. Anonymised 
raw data may be presented to others at scientific meetings, or published as a project report, 
academic dissertation or scientific paper or book. 
  
The anonymised data may be used in future research studies if approved by an appropriate 
research ethics committee. The data will not be shared outside the research team without 
your written permission. However in exceptional cases, it is possible some of the data 
collected will be looked at by authorised persons to ensure that the study was carried out 
appropriately. All such individuals have a duty of confidentiality to you as a research 
participant. The raw data will be securely retained for 1 year, or 10 years if published (in line 
with APA guidance). When it is no longer required, the data will be disposed of 
securely.  Teams will be used to conduct the interviews. This platform conforms to GDPR 
guidance. 
  
The research findings will be used to inform the Police Crime Commissioner for Hampshire. 
They do not own or have access to the raw data and any findings presented, will be 
anonymous. 
 
What will happen if I don’t want to carry on with the study?  
You are welcome to withdraw from the study at any point, including during the interview and 
you do not need to provide a reason. If you decide to withdraw from the study after some 
data has been collected, it is up to you if you want the data collected thus far to be included 
in the study. If it is your preference, we will destroy your data and not include it in the study. 
Once the interview is completed you will be given the opportunity to view the interview 
recording. Following receipt of this recording, you will have 7 days in which you can withdraw 
your data from the study. Again you do not need to provide a reason for this, and we will 
destroy the data which will not appear in the study. 
 
What if there is a problem? 



49 
 

If you have a concern about any aspect of this study, please feel free to contact, if this is 
appropriate, the Principal Investigator – Juliet Wilkes (juliet.wilkes@myport.ac.uk). 
Alternatively you can contact the project supervisor Lucy Akehurst ( 
lucy.akehurst@port.ac.uk) 
If you have a complaint, you can contact the supervisor, the chair of the department Ethics 
Committee (sophie.milward@port.ac.uk) or the Head of Department, Psychology 
(lucy.akehurst@port.ac.uk). If your complaint is not resolved, you can contact the University 
Complaints Officer (023 9284 3642, complaintsadvice@port.ac.uk). 
 
What will happen to the results of the research study? 
The results of this study will be used to produce a written Masters degree project. The 
findings will also be presented to Hampshire Police and Crime Commissioner. No 
participants will be identified in any report/publication. 
  
Who is organising and funding the research? 
The research is funded by the University of Portsmouth. None of the researchers or study 
staff will receive any financial reward for conducting this study, other than their normal salary 
/ bursary as an employee / student of the University. 
 
Who has reviewed the study? 
The research has been reviewed and approved by the University of Portsmouth, Department 
of Psychology Ethics Committee 
 
Further information and contact details 
If you want further information about this research please contact the principal researcher 
Juliet Wilkes at juliet.wilkes@myport.ac.uk or alternatively the project supervisor Dr Lucy 
Akehurst at lucy.akehurst@port.ac.uk 
 
Concluding statement 
Thank you for taking the time to read this information. If you do want to take part 
please continue on to the next page (using the purple arrow in the bottom right hand 
corner of your screen) where you will be asked to leave your contact details. If you do 
not want to take part, please just close the tab.   
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Appendix 2 – Demographic questions  

 

Please indicate your age  

Please indicate your gender 

How long have you been a Police Officer? 

When were you last trained in the use of ABE guidance?  

How many times have you been trained in the use of ABE guidance? 

Roughly how many evidential interviews using ABE guidance have you conducted with adult 

witnesses in the past 6 months? 
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Appendix 3 - Consent questions  

Please check the boxes to confirm you understand and consent to the following. If you do 

not consent please leave the box blank.  

- I confirm that I have read and understood the information sheet provided to me via 

email. I have had the opportunity to consider the information, ask questions and have 

had these answered satisfactorily 

- I understand that my participation is voluntary and that I am free to withdraw at any 

time during my interview without giving any reason. 

- I understand that I will be able to view the audio/ and or video recorded interview. I 

understand that I will be able to withdraw my interview from the study, by emailing 

the researcher, for up to 7 days after the interview.  I understand I will not be able 

withdraw my data after 7 days. 

- I consent to participating in this study via Teams or Zoom which may temporarily 

store data on external servers.  These servers comply with General Data Protection 

Rules (GDPR).  Data stored on these servers will be deleted immediately once 

participation is complete. 

- I consent for my interview to be audio recorded.  The recording will be transcribed 

and analysed for the purposes of the research. The recordings and transcripts will be 

kept securely on a password protected computer. 

- I consent for my interview to be video recorded.  The recording will be transcribed 

and analysed for the purposes of the research. The recording and transcript will be 

kept securely on a password protected computer. (Please note the interview does not 

need to be video recorded and if this is your preference please leave this box blank) 

- I consent to verbatim quotes being used in publications; I will not be named but I 

understand that there is a risk that I could be identified. However I am also aware I 

can ask for specific quotes not be used. 

- I understand that data collected during this study, could be requested, and looked at 

by appropriate staff (e.g. supervisors, external examiners). I give my permission for 

any authority, with a legal right of access, to view data which might identify me. 

- I understand that the results of this study may be published and / or presented at 

meetings or academic conferences. I give my permission for my anonymous data, 

which does not identify me, to be disseminated in this way. 

- I understand that whatever I say in the interview is confidential unless I tell the 

researcher that I or someone else is in immediate danger of serious harm, or the 

researcher sees or is told about something that is likely to cause serious harm. If that 

happens, the researcher will raise this with me during the interview and tell me about 

what could happen if I continue to talk about it and explore how I would prefer to deal 

with the situation. The researcher will encourage me to seek support from relevant 

services in order to help me make the situation safer. If the researcher feels unsure 

that I will go and get support, they will talk to me about what they need to do and 

what might happen next. In an extreme case where an individual, including myself, is 

at serious risk, and I choose not to seek help/advice the researcher has a duty to 

disclose this to the relevant agencies. 

- I understand that should I disclose any concerns with regard to my own, or others’ 

professional practice in the course of the interview, the researcher might be duty 

bound to refer the matter to relevant agencies. 

- I agree to the data I contribute being retained for any future research that has been 

approved by a Research Ethics Committee. 

- I agree to take part in the study. 
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Appendix 4 - Semi-structured Interview Protocol  

 
Thank you so much for agreeing to take part today.  
 
My research is about police officers experience of the interview process when working with 
vulnerable and/or intimidated adult witnesses, using the guidelines outlined in Achieving 
Best Evidence protocols (2011).  
 
I am interested in hearing you thoughts and experiences of the interview process, both 
before the interview, while conducting the interview, and after the interview. Its to try and 
understand, in particular, any challenges you may face when working with such witnesses 
and in particular when applying ABE guidance. I am hoping to understand how ABE 
guidance in used in reality and look to explore can be done to help officers, like yourself to 
be able to better work with witnesses.  
 
Your identity is confidential, and you will not be named in the study. However when I write up 
the study I may use direct quotes from this interview.  If you are worried that this may identify 
you, please let me know and I will contact you in advance of using any quotes, to check they 
are ok to use. This write up will be shared with my university and the police and crime 
commissioner for Hampshire.  
 
Just to remind you, if you want to stop the interview you can do so any point. If after the 
interview you decided you don’t want your data used this is also fine and you can request for 
it to be deleted for up to 7 days after the interview. You are also entitled to a copy of the 
interview which I can provide to you after if you wish.   
 
We are using zoom today which is covered by GDPR regulations and UK data protection 
laws.  
 
Do you have any questions for me before we start?” 
 
 
Are you happy to begin?. Ok I am going to try and video record this now. If you don’t 
want your video to be recorded you can turn that off now.  
 
Switch on audio and or video record ( depending on the consent preference of the 
participant) 
 
Questions 
 
1.  What is your experience of working with vulnerable and or intimidated adult witnesses? 
 
 2. Are there any particular difficulties or challenges you have encountered when working 
with vulnerable and/or intimidated adult witnesses prior to the interview?  
 
During the interview?   
 
After the interview?  
 
3. Are there any particular challenges you feel you face when applying ABE guidance when 
working with adult witnesses?  
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For example in how you build rapport, or your questioning style.  
 
4.  In your view what would make the experience of the interview process better when     
working with S16 adult witnesses, that is those who are vulnerable, both before and during 
the interview.  
 
For you and for the witness.  
 
5. In your view what would make the experience of the interview process better when     
working with S17 adult witnesses, that is those who are intimidated, both before and during 
the interview.  
 
6. In you view what would make the experience of the interview process better for you as an 
officer, in relation to applying ABE guidelines.  
 
7.  Do you think any changes could be made specifically to the ABE guidance to help you 
better work with vulnerable and or intimidated adult witnesses.   
 
 
Can I check do you also conduct or monitor interviews with children, that is individuals 17 
and under?.  
 
1. As a rough estimate, of the evidential interviews you conduct (or monitor) under the 
guidance of ABE, what proportion of them are with adult witnesses? As opposed to children.  
 
2. What do you perceive to be the differences when you conduct (or monitor) interviews 
using ABE guidance with children as compared to adults? 
 
 
Ending the interview: 
Thank you it was fantastic to hear about your experiences and insights.  
Is there anything you would like to add? 
Do you have any questions? 
Are you OK to finish? 
 
Switch off recorder 
 
Explain I can send them a recording of the interview if they would like and that a 
reconsent form I will send.  
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


