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This article argues that child sexual abuse interviews can go
astray in two different ways: (a) improper interviewing has
the potential to elicit false allegations from children, and (b)
clumsy interviewing does not typically produce false allega
tions, but may have other negative consequences, particu
larly for child victims. The article clarifies the distinction
between the two kinds of bad interviewing and suggests that
chimsy interviewing is tlie more common of the two. The po
tential negative consequences of both improper and clumsy
interviewing are described, alongwilh implications for prose
cutors, police, and child protection services. In the authors'
opinion, improper interviewing can probably be eliminated
rather easily, but clumsy interviewing may be considerably
more resistant to change.

±\. district attorney noted for her vigorous prosecu
tion of child abuse cases recently told us about a meet
ing with local child protection workers: "I gave them a
summary of the Kelly Michaels decision and told
them to read it. It was the first sexual abuse case over
turned by an appeals court because of bad interview
ing. I don't want anything like that happening here."

Like this prosecutor, most professionals involved
with child protection now recognize that interviews in
sexual abuse cases can sometimes go seriously astray.
In several highly publicized cases like that of Kelly
Michaels (Bruck & Ceci, 1995; Myers, 1996), prosecu
tions have foundered or convictions been overturned
because of bad interviewing (see summaries in Ceci &
Bruck, 1995; Nathan & Snedeker, 1995). The finan
cial expense of these failed cases has been staggering,
not to mention the high personal cost to nearly every
one involved, including prosecutors, caseworkers,
children, and defendants.

As prosecutors, police, and child protection serv
ice (CPS) administrators come to grips with these
problems, it may be helpful to distinguish between
bad interviews that are improper and those that are
simply clumsy. The distinction between improper and
clumsy interviewing seems to be a useful one, as we
have found over the years in conversations with CPS
workers, police, lawyers, academics, and other profes
sionals. In this article, we discuss the possible negative
consequences of both improper and clumsy inter
viewing, along with implications for prosecutors,
police, and CPS. In our experience, improper inter
viewing can probably be eliminated rather easily, but
clumsy interviewing may be considerably more resis
tant to change.

IMPROPER INTERVIEWING

As we use the term, improper interviewing tech
niques consist mainly of things that interviewers
should not do. Specifically, certain techniques have
been widely criticized because they have the poten
tial, either real or perceived, to elicit false allegations
from children (Ceci & Bruck, 1993, 1995; Everson,
1997; Myers, 1996; Myers, Saywitz, & Goodman, 1996;
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