Was it Green or Blue? How Using Cognitive Interview Techniques
Can Improve the Memory Quality of Your Interviewees

Kenneth R. Lang, M.S.

Last month I explored how death investigators can improve the murder clearance rates for their agencies. One of the suggestions I conveyed in that article was the utilization of the cognitive interview process. But what is the cognitive interview? Why is it essential to death investigations? How do you utilize it in an interview?  In this article, we will explore cognitive interview techniques and how it can help you improve your interviewee’s memory recall. 

First, we need to examine how the human mind works. Many have incorrectly identified memory recall much like a videotaped recording where the individual rewinds, or fast forwards, and scrubs through the memory of a given event. This notion could not be further from the truth. 

Milne and Bull describe the memory as having three phases: encoding, storage, and retrieval.1 Consequently, our recollections are filed away almost as pictures into different folders of various drawers in a filing cabinet. When a person forgets a memory, this does not mean their memory is nonexistent1, but the individual is not able to retrieve the memory from the right drawer or folder. However, with retrieval cues, an individual may be able to recover the desired information. Under these circumstances is where the cognitive interview process becomes significant.

For instance, let’s say you are interviewing a witness who observed a male suspect commit a crime. Most officers—who become proficient in completing the police report by asking only the questions that fill in the blanks—would probably ask the victim: ‘Was the suspect White, Black, or Hispanic?’ Most questions are often phrased in this manner, limiting the interviewee in the choice of responses available to them. But what if the suspect had the appearance of a mixed-race male? Some witnesses may interject the information about the perception of the mixed-race characteristics while others would pick one race or the other and move on in the interview. The limited information leaves the officer with an inaccurate representation of the suspect’s race and eventually can misdirect the investigation, reducing its potential for solvability. 

However, in utilizing a cognitive approach, the officer would learn more accurate information in the interview. A cognitive interview uses open-ended questions that do not lead the witness and will aid the investigator in obtaining a more precise account and increase the quality and quantity of information provided by the witness.1 In the provided example, if the officer would have asked ‘How would you describe the suspect’s race?’ The witness would have felt inclined to share their perception of the suspect appearing to be mixed-race. Furthermore, the witness may have described specific features they observed that brought them to this conclusion without the officer even having to ask. And if the witness did not offer this information, a simple open-ended question asking what characteristics brought the witness to this determination would have prompted a plethora of details.  

Officers need to be cautious about conducting interviews where the questions are leading or even suggestive. In weighing the differences between a typical police interview and a cognitive interview an officer could ask “How heavy was the suspect?” While this question initially appears to be open-ended, it is suggestive to say that the suspect may have been heavy in weight to some capacity. By asking “Can you described the suspect’s build?” would allow the witness to give a more accurate representation of the suspect’s weight and build. 

Such instances can become detrimental to an investigation as the officer could inadvertently cause the witness to misremember information altogether. Milne and Bull recount a study where participants observed a crime scenario and were asked to describe the suspect. The suspect involved in the situation was wearing a blue rucksack. However, participants were asked to describe the suspect carrying the ‘green rucksack.’ As a result, when asked later in the interview what color was the rucksack, over 60% of the participants identified it as ‘green.’ 

What happened? 

Simply put, the researchers re-coded the memory of the witnesses. The human mind is malleable.1 Because the researchers suggested that the rucksack was green, many of the participants accepted the fact and re-coded the information in their memory. Investigators should keep in mind that in a day and age of forensic science and advanced technology, many civilians prematurely conclude police officers already know specific facts about a case, when in fact they do not have the information. Therefore, witnesses may sometimes presume officers already know certain pieces of information and tend not to offer the information.  

However, in a more recent study by Wheatcroft, Wagstaff, and Russell,2 enhanced cognitive interview techniques utilized in police interviews not only demonstrated more enlightening responses from witnesses, but it also expressed more accurate information from witnesses. Moreover, the study showed significance concerning building rapport and having the witness report everything.2 This recent study with the cognitive interview process used in investigations suggests that police can better gather investigative information while maintaining a positive relationship with victims of crimes and the community.

The enhanced cognitive interview consists of seven phases1:
1. Greeting and development of rapport
2. Explain the aims of the interview
3. Conduct a free report of the events
4. Ask clarifying questions
5. Vary retrieval processes
6. Summarize
7. Close the interview

For some, the use of the enhanced cognitive interview seems to be a mystical idea. But as we have learned, it is a process by which more information can be drawn from a witness and further an investigation. This process allows for more accurate accounts and dissuades confabulations1 helping to enhance practically any criminal investigation. Next month, we will delve into the seven phases of the enhanced cognitive interview.   
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