The Cognitive Interview

Police have used information provided by psychological theory and research to develop the cognitive interview technique which is designed to encourage a more accurate EWT.

It involves taking the witness back, in their own time, to the scene of the incident either in reality, through reconstruction of the crime scene, or by helping them to picture the scene. This links with cue dependent (state/context dependent memory) whereby the actual environment can provide retrieval cues, being in the same place again may also help to recreate the mood, although for ethical reasons, police should avoid undue distress to the witness.
The person is asked to build up slowly starting well before the event, giving details of thoughts and feelings regardless of how relevant they seem. The person may be encouraged to remember the facts in a variety of orders and from different perspectives and view points.
As the person retrieves information about the place they were in, these facts act as cues and trigger further details.  This links to a model of memory proposed by Collins and Loftus and later Collins and Quillan called the spreading activation model. This suggests that items in memory are all connected. 

When an item is accessed, activation spreads to other items which are linked to it. If an item is regularly accessed the link becomes strong and other concepts are quickly activated. 
If we believe there are all sorts of routes which allow information to be accessed we should encourage interviewees to test out all sorts of areas of their memory networks as this might lead to activation of the area of the net which provides the vital clue to solving the case.
Questioning has been found to introduce errors and so is kept to a minimum. Free recall is encouraged, with more specific questions only asked towards the end of the interview.

The person is encouraged to always use their own words to reduce errors. It certainly doesn’t eliminate reconstruction but reduces its impact significantly. 
Interviewers should try not to prompt the witness with questions but to encourage them through active listening, e.g. paraphrasing and using only what the witness has said themselves, e.g. “okay, so you saw a man getting out of a white van, what next”.
Support for cognitive interviewing comes from Fisher (1987) and Geiselman (1986) who found the technique to be far better than the standard police interview in terms of the amount of details recalled and the resistance of witnesses to misleading information.

Fisher (1987) developed an improved version of the procedure called The Enhanced Cognitive Interview. 

The technique:

· minimises distractions

· gets the witness to speak slowly
· allows a pause between response and next question
· tailors language to suit the eye witness
· follow up statements with interpretative comments 
· reduces anxiety

· avoids judgmental/personal comments

Support:

1. The CI provided 41.1 correct statements compared with only 29.4 using standard police interview. (Gieselman et al, 1985)

2. The ECI technique has proved to elicit 45% more correct statements than the basic CI (Fisher 1990)
3. Kohnken (1999) meta-analysis of over 50 studies of the effectiveness of interviewing: ECI consistently seems to elicit more items of correct information although there are a significant number of errors made, they generally are able to produce a lot more information.
3. ECI trained detectives from Miami Police Department collected 63% more information than a control group of untrained detectives

4. Has been shown to improve child EWs to the same standard as adult EWs, (Wilkinson, 1988).
5. Gieselman has also tested the effectiveness of hypnosis to get people to recall detail such as car number plates or physical appearances of criminals; hypnosis did seem to be more effective than standard police interviews but less effectives than cognitive interview; hypnosis is not permissable in UK legal system as people can be highly suggestible when under hypnosis and they are less anxious about recalling inaccurate information, e.g. recalling events from the future that haven’t happened! Much more likely to be mislead by leading questions (Putnam,1979).
