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Introduction 

  
 Children are usually involved in criminal proceedings as alleged victims of maltreatment, 
such as sexual abuse (Malloy, La Rooy, Lamb & Katz, 2011; Quas & Sumaroka, 2011). Investigative 
interviewers are the first to confront the many challenges related to children’s testimony. The 
pressure to retrieve detailed disclosures in a reliable manner is high, particularly in cases for which
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Abstract 
 

This study explored the effect of training on investigative interviewers’ attitudes and beliefs 
related to child sexual abuse (CSA). The one-year training provided knowledge about the 

influence of attitudes and beliefs when investigating alleged crimes against children, guidance 
for using an interview protocol developed by the National Institute of Child Health and Human 

Development (NICHD) and the theory behind its use and supervision and feedback for the 
participants. In total, 27 investigative interviewers took part in the training. Attitudes and beliefs 
related to CSA were measured with a questionnaire at the beginning and end of training and a 

year after the training was completed. It was found that the training decreased the total number 
of incorrect beliefs held by participants and that this positive effect was maintained a year after 
the training. Already at the beginning of the training few participants were found to hold biased 
attitudes towards CSA, such as strongly relying on intuition, and the results improved further by 

the end of the training. Nevertheless, the follow-up revealed that, after a year, participants 
tended to trust their intuitions more than at the end of the training. Implications of the study for 

training investigative interviewers will be discussed. 
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other evidence is not available (e.g., Klemfuss & Ceci, 2013; Lamb, Orbach, Hershkowitz, Esplin & 
Horowitz, 2007; Malloy, La Rooy, Lamb & Katz, 2011). Interviewers play a key role in the 
investigative process, particularly in the case of young children, because the reliability of children’s 
reports seems to have more to do with the skills of the interviewer than with the natural 
limitations of children’s memories. A ‘free narrative account’ – that is, an interviewing technique 
that encourages children to tell their own accounts with minimal prompting, relying primarily on 
non-leading, open-ended questions – has been proven to be the most effective way to ensure the 
reliability and credibility of children’s statements (Powell, Jones & Campbell, 2003; Powell, Wright 
& Clark, 2010). Based on research findings, official guidelines for investigative interviewing, such 
as the Achieving Best Evidence (2011) guidelines for England and Wales, recommend that open-
ended questions such as ‘tell me about that’ should be used as the primary style of questioning 
and that leading questions such as ‘who touched you’ (when the child has not mentioned touching 
before) be avoided altogether. However, many field studies evaluating the quality of investigative 
interviews of children and the effect of training on interviewer behaviours in actual investigative 
interviews have reported that ‘best practice’ guidelines are rarely used in the field (Aldridge & 
Cameron, 1999; Freeman & Morris, 1999; Korkman, 2006; Myklebust & Bjorklund, 2006; Warren 
et al., 1999). Previous studies that have evaluated the effectiveness of interviewer training have 
focused mostly on changes in questioning techniques. Researchers have found that translating 
knowledge into practice and changing interviewer behaviours is quite difficult (Orbach et al., 2000; 
Powell, Fisher & Wright, 2005; Powell, Wright & Clark, 2010). It has been shown that even a 
relatively long training program may have little effect on interviewers’ use of open-ended 
questions (Myklebust & Bjorklund, 2006). Nevertheless, training that includes guidance and 
supervision for the use of specific, scripted interview protocols, paired with continuous support 
and feedback, appears to be effective in improving both the skills of the interviewer and the 
informative usefulness of the forensic interviews (Lamb et al., 2007; Stewart, Katz & La Rooy, 
2011). For instance, studies by Lamb et al. (2000; 2002) showed that forensic investigators who 
were trained to use the structured NICHD protocol (a script for investigative interviewing 
developed by the National Institute of Child Health and Human Development) used more 
recommended interviewing techniques and fewer avoidable techniques after the training than 
before it.  
 The change in the attitudes of investigative interviewers is rarely considered in 
examinations of the effects of training, although prior research suggests that incorrect beliefs and 
strong attitudes on the part of interviewers can have a negative influence on investigative 
interviews of children and even on decision-making, especially in cases of CSA (Bruck & Ceci, 2004; 
Darwinkel, Powell & Tidmarsh, 2013; Finnilä-Tuohimaa, Santtila, Björnberg, Hakala, Niemi & 
Sandnabba, 2008). Prior studies have explored, for example, how interviewers’ beliefs concerning 
what a child has experienced may affect the questions used in investigative interviews (Ceci & 
Bruck, 1995). Interviewers tend to seek information that confirms their pre-existing beliefs, 
subsequently ignoring or even avoiding any information contradicting those beliefs or supporting 
alternative explanations. In cognitive psychology, this phenomenon is known as confirmation bias 
(Ask & Granhag, 2005; Ceci & Bruck, 1995; Nickerson, 1998; Smith & Milne, 2011). Confirmation 
bias can easily lead to the use of suggestive questioning techniques. Suggestive questions are 
discouraged in interviews of children because of the problems they can cause with regard to the 
reliability of the children’s reports (Ceci & Bruck, 1999). Bruck and Ceci (2004) also showed that 
biased interviewers may use, not only suggestive questions, but also other suggestive techniques, 
such as giving rewards for desired answers, repeating specific questions, or inducing stereotypes, 
to name a few. This kind of biased interviewing may have long-lasting negative effects on the 
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accuracy of children’s reports (Bruck & Ceci, 2004). Thus, investigative interviewers should be 
aware of the risks of confirmation bias and be able to explore, not only information that may 
support alternative explanations, but also information that may weaken the support for those 
alternative explanations (Herman, 2009).  
 Finnilä-Tuohimaa (2009, pp. 35–36) suggested that attitudes and pre-existing beliefs may 
be especially strong in cases of alleged CSA, since CSA represents such an emotionally charged 
crime. The study of Finnilä-Tuohimaa et al. (2008) also indicated the prevalence of certain 
misconceptions related to CSA. Recently, another study by Korkman, Svanbäck, Finnilä and Santtila 
(2014) showed that judges harbour worrying misconceptions related to CSA. For example, 
contrary to what is shown in scientific research, 40% of the judges in their study deemed 
suggestive techniques useful when trying to encourage a child to recall real events. Thus, attitudes 
and beliefs related to CSA should be key elements in investigative interviewer training and merit 
the attention of studies evaluating the effects of such training. Thus far, the findings of different 
studies have been inconsistent. Davey and Hill (1995) discovered that training had no effect on 
attitudes and beliefs related to CSA in a sample of different professionals involved in the 
investigation of suspected sexual abuse. The training they had received consisted of seminars, 
workshops or CSA courses (contents not specified). Finnilä-Tuohimaa et al. (2008) discovered that 
in a professional sample (psychologists), training was even the strongest predictor for extreme 
attitudes and erroneous beliefs related to CSA. Similarly to Davey and Hill (1995), it was not known 
in detail what kind of training participants had received. However, it was known that at the time of 
the data collecting, there were no scientifically up to date interviewer training for CSA cases 
available in Finland (Finnilä-Tuohimaa et al., 2008). Moreover, Lonsway, Welch and Fitzgerald 
(2001) did not find any effect of sexual assault training programs on police recruits’ acceptance of 
rape myths even though their skills in interviewing were improved. The training program studied 
included limited hours’ (maximum of 2.5 hours) discussion of the dynamics of sexual offending. 
However, Finnilä-Tuohimaa et al. (2008) found that the administration of empirically based 
forensic psychological education about CSA and CSA investigations for university students led to 
fewer erroneous beliefs and less extreme attitudes. Furthermore, a recent study by Darwinkel et 
al. (2013) indicated that an intensive 4-week training course on the dynamics of sexual offending 
can reduce police officers’ negative bias against victims. The training introduced a ‘Whole Story’ 
approach to the investigation of sexual crime, a model that focuses on understanding the 
offender-victim relationship. The course included lectures, discussion sessions, question and 
answer sessions with actual victims, footage of actual offenders explaining the grooming process, 
case examples, role-playing of victims reporting sexual abuse and practicing interviews (Darwinkel 
et al., 2013). Since differences in the outcomes of studies exploring the effect of training on 
attitudes and beliefs are most likely due to the differences in training, as concluded by Finnilä-
Tuohimaa et al. (2008), it is essential to evaluate different training models to find the optimal 
training for investigative interviewers.   
 Kaunisto (2013) explored the effects of the present Finnish training program by collecting 
feedback from participants and analysing their interviews before and after the implementation of 
a training program. Nearly all (94%) of the participants (N = 18) were very satisfied with their 
participation in the training program. The effects of the training on the questioning techniques 
were more complicated. On one hand, there was a significant increase in the use of open 
questions; however, 75% of the interviewers left out the ‘training in episodic memory’ part of the 
interview, even after the training, despite the significant attention paid to the impact of this topic 
during training.  However, the low number of suggestive questions, even at the beginning of the 
training (2%), was a promising result in the study by Kaunisto (2013), particularly in comparison to 
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an earlier study by Korkman (2006), for which the portion of suggestive utterances in a 
representative sample of interviews was 9%. The data analysed by Korkman (2006) was collected 
before official guidelines (including recommendations to use the NICHD protocol) for investigating 
alleged child abuse were published in Finland.   
 The aim of the current study was to extend the previous research (e.g. Lamb et al. 2000; 
2001; Kaunisto, 2013) by evaluating the effects of a one-year investigative interviewer training on 
attitudes and beliefs related to CSA. The study also contributes to the discussion of optimal 
training for investigative interviewers by introducing results achieved with longer training than 
previously reported (e.g. Darwinkel et al., 2013; Finnilä-Tuohimaa, 2008). The design of the 
training was based on up to date scientific knowledge and methods proved to be effective in 
improving investigative interviewers questioning techniques. There was also some evidence that 
forensic psychological education can improve attitudes (Finnilä-Tuohimaa et al., 2008). Thus, it 
was expected that the investigative interviewer training would be associated with less extreme 
attitudes and incorrect beliefs related to CSA. 
 

Method 

 

 The research design of this study was naturalistic. The National Police Board in Finland 
authorised the research, and the Committee on Research Ethics of the University of Eastern 
Finland issued an approval statement regarding the research plan. 
 

Participants  

 

 The data were collected from 27 participants taking part in a one-year training program 
organised by the National Police Board of Finland in 2012. The training was a special interviewing 
course planned for investigators of crimes against children. In addition to police officers, the 
training also included many health care professionals (e.g., psychologists, social workers and child 
psychiatrists), since, in Finland, the police may request assistance from health care units 
specializing in investigating suspected sexual or physical child abuse. At the beginning of the 
training program, all of the professionals except one who participated in the first seminar 
answered the questionnaire (n=26). At the end of the training, 22 participants (81% of the 27 who 
participated in the training) answered the questionnaire. The follow-up data from one year after 
the training consisted of 16 answers (59%). Finally, 15 trainees (9 police officers and 6 health care 
professionals) participated in the study in all three phases (one of the participants at the follow-up 
point did not participate the study at the beginning). Also, one of the participants terminated the 
training during the year, and another changed her job soon after the training. Because completed 
questionnaires from nearly half of the trainees were missing at the follow-up point, the results 
from the follow-up data are considered separately, following a comparison of the situations at the 
beginning and at the end of the training. 
 

Content of training  
 
 The content of the training program followed recommendations from researchers in the 
field of investigative interviewer training (e.g. Powell 2008; Stewart, Katz & La Rooy, 2011). Key 
elements of the training were as suggested by Powell (2008, p. 189): 1) the establishment of the 
key principles or beliefs underpinning effective interviewing, 2) the adoption of an interview 
framework maximising narrative detail, 3) clear instructions related to the application of the 
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interview framework, 4) effective ongoing practice, 5) expert feedback and 6) regular evaluation 
of interviewer practice. The program consisted of 10 seminar days (7.5 hours per day) throughout 
the year, which were designed to provide knowledge about the influence of attitudes and beliefs 
when investigating CSA, guidance for using an (NICHD) interview protocol and scientific knowledge 
about children as witnesses. Attitudes, beliefs, errors in reasoning and how to avoid negative 
effects of biased thinking were discussed in lectures throughout the year, about nine hours 
altogether. Moreover, 18 hours of supervision and feedback considering participants’ authentic 
investigative interviews in small groups were offered to the participants during the year. Attitudes 
and beliefs as shown in the interview situations were discussed in the groups along with 
discussions of interviewing practice. Homework assignments related to, for example, attitudes, 
beliefs and hypothesis testing were also included in the training program. Participants had to 
analyse through case examples the background information for cases, including how neutral this 
information was deemed to be, and to construct hypotheses for the interview. In order to obtain 
credits for the course, participants prepared a written analysis of one of their own interviews at 
the end of the training.   
 

Materials 

 
 Attitudes and beliefs related to CSA were measured using the Child Sexual Abuse Attitude 
and Belief Scale (CSAABS; Finnilä-Tuohimaa et al., 2008). The CSAABS was administered on the first 
and the last seminar of the training with short instructions. The questionnaire includes the written 
definition of child sexual abuse as it is stated in Finnish Law. The follow-up data were gathered via 
mail one year after the training. The CSAABS was chosen as it has been found to be a reliable and 
valid method in prior studies (Finnilä-Tuohimaa et al., 2008). In the original study, Cronbach’s α for 
CSAABS was .92, indicating an acceptable level of reliability. The predictive validity of the CSAABS 
scale was also tested (Finnilä-Tuohimaa et al., 2008). In sum, 19 out of 40 statements in the 
CSAABS were factual statements that were known to be either incorrect or correct, according to 
the scientific literature (for instance: ‘No professionals use suggestive techniques when working 
with sexually abused children’). The remaining 21 statements reflected the participants’ attitudes, 
exploring the subjective emotions and opinions related to CSA that could not be classified as right 
or wrong through a consideration of scientific literature (for instance: ‘I trust my intuition’). 
Participants were asked to rate whether they agreed or disagreed with the statements using a 6-
point Likert-type scale (1 = strongly disagree, 6 = strongly agree).  
 Based on the work of Finnilä-Tuohimaa and her colleagues (2008), four subscales of CSA-
related attitudes and beliefs were analysed. The Disclosure subscale included 10 items from the 
CSAABS. Participants scoring high values (maximum value 6, minimum value 1) on this scale 
emphasize obtaining disclosure by any means necessary, implying a risk of using non-
recommendable interviewing methods. For example, these respondents typically agree that ‘If the 
interviewer believes that abuse has taken place, he/she should interview the child again, even if 
the child denies the incident’. The Pro Child subscale consisted of nine items of the questionnaire 
and emphasize believing children’s reports and dismissing the possibility of false allegations. The 
item suggests, for example, that ‘It is not possible to make the child lie that abuse has happened’ 
and that ‘Reports of child sexual abuse are seldom unfounded’. The third variable, called the 
Intuition subscale, includes 11 items focusing on the meaning of intuition in CSA investigations. 
These items, for instance, propose that ‘I trust my intuition’ and ‘I can see when the child is telling 
the truth’. The last subscale, labelled the Anti-Criminal Justice System subscale, comprises six 
items. High scores on this subscale are connected to sceptical attitudes towards the functioning of 
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the criminal justice system in CSA investigations, via statements such as ‘In my opinion, sexual 
abusers should be punished harsher than they are now’.  
 Cronbach’s reliability coefficient (α) was calculated to evaluate the reliability of each 
subscale within the data. All of the subscales (excluding the Anti-Criminal Justice System subscale) 
had acceptable levels of internal consistency with Cronbach’s α values, which ranged from 0.66 to 
0.86. The Intuition variable proved to be the most reliable (α = 0.86) subscale in the data. The Anti-
Criminal Justice System variable was unreliable in the data (α = 0.48) and was, therefore, not used 
in subsequent analyses. 

Results 

Sample characteristics 

 

 Since only two male participants took part in the training, gender differences were not 
analysed. The ages of the participants ranged from 24 to 57 years, with an average age of 39 (SD = 
8.60) years. 
 The police officers were more experienced than the health care professionals in terms of 
years of professional experience, as well as in terms of the number of suspected CSA 
investigations in which they had been involved. Whereas none of the police officers had less than 
five years of professional experience, 50% of the health care professionals reported having less 
than five years of experience. Moreover, 75% of the police officers and 40% of the health care 
professionals had ten or more years of experience. Furthermore, the police officers had an 
average experience of 45 CSA investigations each, while the health care professionals had each 
addressed an average of 21 such cases.  
 A missing data analysis showed that there were no systematic differences in age, 
profession or levels of professional experience between the participants who answered the 
questionnaire and those who did not answer.  
 As Table 1 shows, participants in this study had relatively low scores on each of the three 
reliable subscales at the beginning of the training, with mean values ranging from 2.41 to 3.42 (SD 
= 0.54 to 0.75) (Scale 1–6). At the beginning of the training, the highest scores were discovered for 
the Disclosure subscale (M = 3.42, SD = 0.52), while the Pro Child subscale had the lowest scores 
(M = 2.41, SD = 0.63). To discover whether the attitudes and beliefs changed during the training, a 
paired samples t-test was performed on the data. A significantly lower score for each of the three 
subscales was discovered at the end of the training (in comparison to the scores found at the 
beginning).  
 
Table 1. Means and standard deviations for the participants’ scores on the CSA-related attitudes 
and beliefs subscales as well as significant effects of training at the beginning and at the end of the 
training, as measured with t-tests  
 

 Beginning   End   t 

  M SD  M SD   

Disclosure 3.42 0.52  3.10 0.52  3.91** 

Intuition 2.89 0.72  2.43 0.66  3.48** 

Pro Child 2.41 0.63  2.13 0.46  2.25* 

*p < .05, **p < .01 
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 Possible effect of experience on attitudes and beliefs was analysed with regression 
analysis. However, neither the professional experience nor the experience in working with cases of 
child sexual abuse explained the variance in attitude and belief scales. 
 
CSA-related beliefs  

 

 The responses to the 19 belief items of the CSAABS were analysed in order to compare the 
proportions of incorrect answers given at the beginning and at the end of the training. First, to 
determine how common incorrect beliefs were among the participants, the frequencies and 
percentages for participants agreeing with an incorrect statement or disagreeing with a correct 
statement were computed. A choice of 1, 2 or 3 (i.e., I strongly disagree, I disagree, I somewhat 
disagree) was computed as disagreeing, and a choice of 4, 5 or 6 (i.e., I somewhat agree, I agree, I 
strongly agree) was computed as agreeing.  
 To discover whether the total number of incorrect beliefs held by each participant changed 
during the training, a paired samples t-test was conducted. There was no evidence of abnormality, 
according to the Shapiro-Wilkins test. The t-test indicated that, at the end of the training, 
participants had significantly fewer incorrect beliefs (M = 2.90, SD = 2.20) than they did at the 
beginning (M = 5.14, SD = 2.54) (t(20) = 4.64, p < .001). Figure 1 illustrates the distributions of 
incorrect beliefs at the beginning and at the end of the training. At the beginning, 61% of the 
participants had five or more incorrect answers, whereas, at the end of the training, only 23% of 
participants had five or more incorrect answers. 

 

Figure 1. Percentages of incorrect beliefs held by participants at the beginning and at the end of 
the training 

As Table 2 shows, the most frequent misconception was that ‘Encouragement and praising help 
the child to tell what has happened’. In total, 69% of the participants agreed with this item at the 
beginning of the training – and, even at the end of the training, 50% agreed. Moreover, even at 
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the end of the training, relatively many (46%) participants thought that ‘You can tell if a child has 
been exposed to suggestion’. When the statements were considered as single items, no 
statistically significant differences in agreeing with incorrect statements were found for other than 
two common misconceptions: ‘In the interviewing situation, it should be expressed that the child is 
safe from the perpetrator’ and ‘No professionals use suggestive techniques when working with 
sexually abused children’ (item 30: χ²(1) = 6.94, p = .008, item 1: χ²(1) = 5.64, p = .018).  
 
Table 2. Rates of incorrect answers to the factual items at the beginning and at the end of the 
training (Number of participants (n) included in parenthesis) 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Notes: *p < .05. Item 16 was a correct statement, where disagreeing was computed as an incorrect belief. 

 

The follow-up 

 

 The group of 15 trainees who participated in this study at the beginning, at the end and a 
year after the training was analysed separately. There was no evidence of abnormality, according 
to the Shapiro-Wilkins test. To determine whether the CSA-related attitudes and beliefs had 

Item Beginning (N=26) End (N=22) 

21. Encouragement and praising help the child to tell what has 
happened. 

69% (18) 50% (11) 

30. In the interviewing situation, it should be expressed that the child is 
safe from the perpetrator. 

65% (17) 27% (6)* 

1. No professionals use suggestive techniques when working with 
sexually abused children. 

62% (16) 27% (6)* 

8. You can tell if a child has been exposed to suggestion. 54% (14) 46% (10) 
33. If the interviewer believes that abuse has taken place, he/she 
should interview the child again, even if the child denies the incident. 

46% (12) 32% (7) 

17. My first impressions of whether the child is abused or not are 
usually correct. 

35% (9) 18% (4) 

12. Clinical experience is the best guarantee to get to the truth. 31% (8) 14% (3) 
39. I can see when the child is telling the truth. 27% (7) 9% (2) 
16. It is good for the interviewer to know as much as possible of the 
case in question before the beginning of the investigations. 

23% (6) 5% (1) 

11. In cases of child sexual abuse, symptom evidence should be enough 
for a conviction if experts claim that the symptoms have been caused 
by sexual abuse.  

19% (5) 5% (1) 

27. Sometimes suggestive techniques can be useful when trying to get 
a child to tell about real events. 

19% (5) 14% (3) 

6. Observation of free-play is a good investigation method because, 
while playing, the child can express him/herself spontaneously. 

15% (4) 5% (1) 

5. I usually know before the interview whether the child has been 
sexually abused or not. 

15% (4) 9% (2) 

31. In 95% of suspected cases of sexual abuse of children, the 
suspected perpetrators are guilty. 

12% (3) 9% (2) 

26. Suggestive interviewing methods only affect the remembering of 
details and mundane things when children are concerned. 

8% (2) 5% (1)  

25. It is not possible to make the child lie that abuse has happened. 8% (2) 5% (1) 
9. Children do not fabricate stories about sexual abuse because they 
don’t know anything about such things. 

4% (1) 5% (1) 

19. Reports of child sexual abuse are seldom unfounded. 4% (1) 0% (0) 
14. A total of 95% of the children brought to investigations have been 
victims of sexual abuse. 

0% (0) 0% (0) 
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changed a year after the training, the three previously described subscales and the total number 
of incorrect beliefs were analysed through a paired samples t-test. The results are presented in 
Table 3. The scores for all subscales were still relatively low a year after the training (as they were 
already at the beginning of the training). At the follow-up, no statistically significant differences 
from the situation at the end of the training were found, with one exception: Scores for the 
Intuition subscale (M = 2.81, SD = 0.68) a year after the training were significantly higher than they 
were at the end of the training (M = 2.43, SD = 0.61) (t(15) = -2.64, p < .05). When comparing the 
follow-up scores to the scores at the beginning of the training, it was found that only the scores 
for the Disclosure subscale (M = 3.09, SD = 0.48) were still significantly lower than they were at the 
beginning of the training (M = 3.42, SD = 0.54) (t(14) = 2.55, p < .05).       
 The number of incorrect beliefs in the group participating in the follow-up study was at 
nearly the same level (M = 3.87, SD = 2.59) a year after the training as it was at the end of the 
training (M = 3.67, SD = 2.35) (t(14) = -.38, p > .05). The difference between the amount of 
incorrect beliefs at the beginning of the training (M = 5.87, SD = 2.59) and at the follow-up 
remained statistically significant (M = 3.87, SD = 2.59) (t(14) = 437, p < .01). 
 
Table 3. Means (and standard deviations) for the participants’ scores on the CSA-related attitudes 
and beliefs subscales as well as significant effects of training at the follow-up compared to those at 
the beginning and the end of the training, as measured with t-tests 
 
 Means (standard deviations) T-test statistics 

 Beginning End Follow-up Follow-up vs 

beginning 

Follow-up vs 

end  

Disclosure 3.42 (0.54) 3.15 (0.52) 3.09 (0.48) 2.55* 0.50 

Intuition 3.03 (0.60) 2.43 (0.61) 2.81 (0.66) 1.58 -2.64* 

Pro Child 2.36 (0.54) 2.13 (0.49) 2.24 (0.41) 1.24 - 0.99 

Incorrect beliefs 5.87 (2.59) 3.67 (2.35) 3.87 (2.59) 4.37** -0.38 

*p < .05. **p < .01. 

 

Discussion 

 

 This study explored the effects of a one-year training program on investigative 
interviewers’ attitudes and beliefs related to CSA. In sum, the training was found to be effective in 
modifying CSA-related attitudes and beliefs measured with CSAABS. First, the training decreased 
the total number of incorrect beliefs related to CSA held by the participants, and the positive 
effect was found to still exist a year after the training. In fact, already at the beginning of the 
training few participants were found to hold biased attitudes towards CSA, compared to those of 
other populations studied. For example, the CSAABS scores at the beginning of the training were 
slightly lower than those of students who completed a forensic psychology course in a previous 
study (Finnilä-Tuohimaa et al., 2008). In this study, the scores were lowest for the Pro Child Beliefs 
Scale. This indicates that the investigative interviewers who participated in the training had decent 
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potential for evaluating the evidence critically rather than disregarding possible problems. For 
example, according to Finnilä-Tuohimaa (2009), decreased sensitivity to suggestive influences can 
be expected from those scoring highly on the Pro Child Beliefs Scale and the Anti-Criminal Justice 
System Beliefs Scale. The Anti-Criminal Justice System Beliefs Scale was not analysed in this study 
due to the low reliability of the scale in the sample.  
 The highest CSAABS scores at all three measuring points of this study were found on the 
Disclosure Beliefs Scale, indicating the participants’ desire to achieve disclosure by any means 
necessary. This is not so surprising, taking into account that the participants worked in 
investigative interviewing. It is well known that the pressure to retrieve an accurate disclosure 
when child abuse is suspected, is high. However, care must be taken so that the desire to obtain a 
disclosure doesn’t translate into coercive or suggestive behaviour, as these can destroy the 
credibility of the child testimony – or lead to wrongful convictions (e.g. Klemfuss & Ceci, 2013; 
Lamb, Orbach, Hershkowitz, Esplin & Horowitz, 2007; Malloy, La Rooy, Lamb & Katz, 2011).  
 The follow-up data gathered a year after the training showed that the effect of the training 
was quite stable regarding the number of incorrect beliefs. Despite the small sample size, 
significantly fewer incorrect beliefs were detected at the follow-up than at the beginning of the 
training. Similarly, few participants held biased CSA attitudes at the time of the follow-up. The only 
exception was that at the follow-up, participants again tended to rely more on their intuition than 
they did at the end of the training. This finding is consistent with previous research on experience 
and decision making (Finnilä-Tuohimaa, 2009; Horner, Guyer & Kalter, 1993). For example, Finnilä-
Tuohimaa (2009) found that experience generally predicts a more intuitive approach to CSA. This 
is worrying, especially among investigative interviewers, since it may increase both the danger of 
using inappropriate suggestive methods when interviewing a child and the risk of making decisions 
based on only a selection of the available evidence (Finnilä-Tuohimaa, 2009). Recent studies 
(Korkman et al., 2014; Powell, Hughes-Scholes, Smith & Sharman, 2014) have shown that 
experience in the field is not automatically linked to expertise. For instance, Korkman et al. (2014) 
showed that judges with more experience deemed themselves to have higher expert statuses, 
even when knowledge testing failed to show such superiority. Moreover, Powell et al. (2014) 
found that the more interviewing experience professionals had before training, the fewer open-
ended questions they used when assessed immediately after training. Therefore, it is essential for 
an investigative interviewer to always be ready to question his/her intuition, regardless of how 
many years of experience he/she has had; in fact, it is even possible that, without feedback, 
experience can actually have negative consequences (Finnilä-Tuohimaa et al., 2008).   
It is also noteworthy that some of the incorrect beliefs remained quite popular among the 
participants. The most common misconception was that ‘Encouragement and praising help the 
child to tell what has happened’. Half of the participants agreed with this statement even at the 
end of the training. This finding is consistent with the earlier study by Finnilä-Tuohimaa et al. 
(2008). One possible explanation for the frequency of this particular misconception is that the 
imprecise formulation of the statement can lead to misunderstandings among the participants. 
This statement was originally designed to reflect the belief that reinforcement is necessary to 
retrieve a disclosure of alleged abuse (e.g., that even when a child denies the allegation initially, 
he/she should be encouraged to tell). Indeed, research has indicated that neutral interviewer 
supportiveness during the entire investigative interview often leads to more detailed reports from 
child witnesses (e.g., Hershkowitz, Orbach, Lamb, Sternberg & Horowitz, 2006). Nevertheless, if 
the interviewer encourages and praises the child witness specifically in relation to the suspected 
CSA (i.e., selective reinforcement), it can lead to false allegations (Malloy & Quas, 2009). In future 
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studies attempting to explore this theme, this statement should be formulated more clearly to 
avoid confusion. 
 Perhaps the most surprising finding, considering the single statements of the 
questionnaire, was that, even at the end of the training, almost half (46%) of the participants 
agreed with the statement ‘I can tell if a child has been exposed to suggestion’, despite the 
contradictory research taught within the course. In the earlier study by Finnilä-Tuohimaa et al. 
(2008), only 13% of psychologists working with children agreed with the statement. The belief that 
exposure to suggestion can be detected may be due to the many lectures in the training 
addressing knowledge about the dangers of suggestive questions and suggestibility. However, 
according to scientific research (Klemfuss & Ceci, 2009; Leichtman & Ceci, 1995; Vrij, Kneller & 
Mann, 2000), it is known that even child witness experts cannot differentiate an account based on 
real experiences from ones originating from suggestion.  
 On the other hand, some misconceptions that have been common in previous studies 
(Finnilä-Tuohimaa et al., 2008; Korkman et al., 2014) were quite marginal in this study. For 
example, even at the beginning of the training, only 15% of the participants agreed with the 
statement that ‘Observation of free-play is a good investigation method because, while playing, 
the child can express him/herself spontaneously’, whereas, in the study by Korkman et al. (2014), 
75% of the judges agreed with the statement. Moreover, compared to the judges in the study of 
Korkman et al. (2014), investigative interviewers in the present study also clearly held more 
correct beliefs regarding the usefulness of clinical experience in achieving disclosure and the 
appropriateness of using suggestive techniques in investigative interviews of children.   
 
Limitations 

 

 Due to the small sample size and naturalistic design of this study, the results must be 
considered as preliminary. Further research including a comparison group is needed to resolve 
which elements of training have specific positive effects on outcomes. Previous studies finding no 
effect of training on CSA-related attitudes and beliefs have either lacked specific information of 
the content of the training (Finnilä-Tuohimaa, 2008; Davey & Hill, 1995) or have evaluated short-
term training programs (Lonsway, Welch & Fitzgerald, 2001). The present study explored the 
effects of a one-year program including a variety of teaching methods and supervision for the 
participants. Future research is needed to evaluate if, for instance the continuous feedback and 
long-term duration -the elements that appear to be effective in improving the skills of the 
interviewer -are important also for changing attitudes and beliefs. Moreover, it is reasonable to 
ask: What if participants simply learned the correct way to fill out the questionnaire? To explore 
this question, future studies need to examine whether the changes observed here actually 
transfer to the field and improve the interviewing practices of investigative interviewers. 
Accordingly, authentic investigative interviews conducted by the participants should be analysed 
qualitatively to detect the visibility of attitudes and beliefs in the interviews before and after the 
training. An earlier study by Kaunisto (2013), which analysed the interviews of an earlier group 
participating in the same training program, suggests that the participants at least seemed to learn 
to ask more open questions. This is an important finding, since interviewing skills are connected to 
the impact of bias. Powell and her colleagues (2012) have demonstrated that interviewers’ skills in 
adhering to open questions reduce the negative effects of confirmation bias on question type: 
That is, skilled interviewers ask the same number of open and leading questions, regardless of 
whether they have received biasing information or not. Interviewers who use less open-ended 
questions are more vulnerable to the impact of confirmation bias (Powell et al., 2012).  
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Conclusions 

 

 Even though these results are preliminary, this study shows that it is possible to change 
CSA-related attitudes and beliefs through training. The results support the findings by Darwinkel et 
al. (2013), who found that intensive training on the dynamics of sexual offending including a 
variety of teaching methods and practice can reduce police officers’ negative bias against victims 
of sexual crimes. Earlier studies on the subject have been quite disappointing in indicating that 
training has no effect on beliefs related to CSA (e.g. Davey & Hill, 1995) and that interviewing skills 
tend to decline after training (Powell et al., 2005; Stewart et al., 2011). Changing attitudes in 
general is a challenging process. It is well documented that people are likely to interpret evidence 
in a biased fashion (Ask & Granhag, 2005; Nickerson, 1998). As a result, corrective information 
about controversial issues may fail to change factual beliefs or opinions. In some cases, corrections 
can even exacerbate misperceptions, as shown by a recent research on vaccine promotion (Nyhan, 
Reifler, Richey & Freed, 2014). Attitudes and beliefs related to CSA may impact, not only 
investigative interviews, but also decision-making in CSA cases (Darwinkel et al., 2013; Finnilä-
Tuohimaa, 2009). Therefore, the need for careful planning and designing of any training on the 
subject cannot be overestimated. The follow-up results of this study also suggest that, in addition 
to maintaining investigative interviewing skills, continuous feedback and training are important for 
maintaining attitudes and beliefs related to CSA. Otherwise, there is a risk that interviewers will 
gradually begin to rely too heavily on intuitive reasoning. Lastly, it should be noted that, while 
questioning techniques in CSA investigations have been extensively researched, attitudes have 
received far less attention; thus, the methodology used in this study should be further developed 
to investigate how attitudes can best be changed. 
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