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The COVID-19 pandemic lockdown is forcing
everyone to seek novel and often virtual or remote
solutions for dealing with day-to-day interactions
that would normally be face-to-face. Social
distancing rules are particularly challenging for
police and the criminal justice system in general,
where face-to-face interactions are a daily
occurrence. The COVID-19 lockdown has been
ferocious and quick.

Revised guidance
As a consequence, national best practice guidance
on how best to replace traditional face-to-face
interactions, such as in interviews with witnesses
and victims of crime, has had to be drawn up
quickly, but with reference to the relevant research
evidence base. In the meantime, police have little
choice but to continue to investigate crime, which
necessarily includes gathering information from
vulnerable individuals. Even when lockdown begins
to lift, it appears that social distancing will be part
of everyday life for some considerable time and so
these challenges will not disappear.

One potential solution that has arisen is the
Remote Interviewing (RI) of witnesses and victims.

It has been widely reported that some types of
crime have increased during the lockdown such as
domestic abuse, assaults, and child abuse, all of
which require immediate action. Hence, the
obvious question that arises in a locked down
society is whether the RI of the witnesses and
victims of crimes such as these is a good idea, or
indeed, whether RI is ever appropriate for witnesses
and victims.

In deciding whether to
conduct RIs, there are a
series of challenges that
must be considered,
include the following.
First, many victims and
witnesses of crime such as
domestic and child abuse,
for example, are likely to
have had a traumatic 
experience and in addition  are all too often some of
the most vulnerable in society. Second, it is also the
case that witnesses and victims whose experiences
might not seem to be traumatic nor anything other
than straightforward, can invoke a trauma response
during an interview. 
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Third, is there an evidence-base for conducting RIs.
That is, does there exist a literature to support
police to best understand how to conduct RIs, and
in what circumstances RIs might be more or less
appropriate, and whether the benefits outweigh
the potential risks.

Additional support
Traumatised and vulnerable witnesses and victims
are very likely to need additional support during the
interview itself, and because encoding of traumatic
events is typically impoverished, may need to be
interviewed on more than one occasion. For
example, they might dissociate during an interview.
Some may have (undiagnosed) poor mental health
and as a result may unexpectedly behave erratically
and unpredictably.

Children typically need to be encouraged to focus
on the task at hand. Witnesses and victims with
learning disabilities and autism might struggle to
manage the social context, which in turn can
impact upon their memory performance. Not all
disabilities or vulnerabilities are immediately visible
or diagnosed, and many choose not to reveal non-
obvious disabilities. Providing remote support in
any or all of these circumstances is likely to be
extremely challenging for interviewers, witnesses
and victims, alike.

Technology challenge
By their very nature, RIs will automatically exclude
many of the most vulnerable witnesses and victims.
For example, people who do not have access to the
relevant technology or do not feel confident in
using technology. Witnesses and victims who do
not have the luxury of being able to move to an
unoccupied room will also be excluded, likewise
where there are co-witnesses in small premises a RI
is unsuitable. Co-witnesses can ‘infect’ each other’s
memory and collaborative recall can have a
detrimental effect because this can bring about
memory conformity (Jack et al., 2014; Nash & Ost,
2016; Zawadzka et al., 2016), all factors which may
be seized upon during a criminal trial.

The psychological evidence-base and the current
National Best Practice guidelines are clear (NPCC,
2020) regarding i) the timing of an interview and ii)
the interview process itself. Both can have a
significant impact, not only on witness memory
performance but also on the psychological well-
being of witnesses/victims, both during and after

the interview (Smith &
Milne, 2018). Concerning
the timing of an interview,
it is certainly important
that an account be taken
from a witness as soon as 
possible.

Initial account
But it is equally as 
important that this
account be of high 
quality, using open-ended questions. A significant
body of research (e.g. Dando et al., 2020; Gabbert
et al., 2012) indicates that a good quality initial
account helps to preserve a memory 
trace and helps to inoculate from post-event
contamination from external sources. Conversely,
at best, a poor-quality initial account is unlikely to
have a beneficial effect on the amount of
information obtained; at worst poor questioning
can contaminate memory and can potentially
negatively impact upon the health and well-being
of the witness/victim (e.g. Masden & Holmberg,
2015; Langballe & Schultz, 2017).

Nevertheless, the
memorial benefits of
immediacy have to be
balanced with the
effects of the process
of a RI on a witness’s
immediate and long-
term health and
well-being and the
impact on the
interviewer where a
trauma response
occurs, for example.

Developing and  maintaining rapport is well
documented as being crucial to a successful
investigative interview (e.g., Abbe & Brandon, 2014;
Alison, et al., 2013; Dando et al., 2019; Nahouli et
al., 2020; Walsh & Bull, 2010). Irrespective of age,
circumstances, type of crime experience, or delay in
being interviewed, formal questioning can be
stressful and sometimes traumatic.

Psychological research (e.g. Risan et al, 2016, 2017,
2020) suggests that one of the best ways of
managing trauma is through rapport and there is
currently little understanding of whether remotely,
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rapport can be built effectively and maintained
adequately.

Traumatic experience
There could be grave ramifications for RI someone
who is recounting a traumatic experience in a place
that they would usually regard as a safe haven (e.g.,
their home). The literature suggests that those who
get upset and distressed while recounting a
traumatic experience can come to associate the
trauma with the place in which it was recalled (see
Brewin, 2016; Nursey, & Phelps, 2016). If that
happens to be a room in their home (e.g. living
room, bedroom) they may no longer feel safe at
home, which could have profound and long-term
consequences for psychological wellbeing at home.
This is not to say that RI should never be done. A RI
seems feasible in certain cases, just as long as a full
risk assessment prior to a RI is conducted. Such an
assessment should consider (not an exclusive list):
(i) trauma levels, (ii) any additional support required
within the interview, (iii) situational factors (e.g.
interviewee location), and (iii) support networks.

Risk assessment
That said, even where a risk assessment has taken
place it can be impossible to predict who may
unexpectedly experience trauma and stress during
questioning even when recalling a seemingly minor
event. If interviews proceed in the absence of a
clear understanding of the needs of witnesses and
victims then memory may be impoverished or error
prone whereas with appropriate support this might
be avoided. Any on-line interactions should be
visually/audio recorded, to ensure that there is a
record of the legitimacy and integrity of the
process.

The main aim of this article is to highlight the many
complexities of remote interviewing. The risks of a
blanket policy or ad hoc introduction of RI that does
not consider individual and situational need may
significantly outweigh any potential benefits. For
further practical information, please see the
National II Steering Group Policy (2020) - Interviews
with Victims and Witnesses During the Covid-19
Pandemic.
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