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Developing a Structured Interview Tool
for Children Embroiled in Family Litigation
and Forensic Mental Health Services:
The Query Grid

Benjamin D. Garber, PhD

ABSTRACT. Child-centered mental health and forensic professionals
have long recognized the dilemma implicit in the need to elicit valid re-
ports from court-involved children. The fact that young children are
highly suggestible and that even skilled, well-intended interviewers can
corrupt the data in myriad subtle ways risks compromising the legal pro-
cess and (re-) traumatizing the child interviewee. The present article intro-
duces the Query Grid (QG), a child-centered, multi-modal and minimally
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leading interview tool suitable for use with clinical populations and court-
‘involved children ages four through twelve years. The QG joins the
sparse arsenal of existing forensic child interview tools and protocols
(e.g., Poole & Lamb, 1999) useful in better meeting the needs of the court
system and those children involved in abuse and neglect proceedings,

criminal investigations, and custody matters. doi:10.1300/J158v07n01_01
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Mental health and family law professionals alike are often faced with
the dilemma of how best to elicit valid and reliable reports from chil-
dren. The lessons of the McMartin daycare abuse trials (e.g., Garven,
Wood, Malpass, & Shaw, 1998; Kelley, 1996), among others, have
highlighted the confounding impact of both young children’s suggest-
ibility and interviewer bias. Unfortunately, this acknowledgement has
yielded too few child-friendly tools which are used far too infrequently
(Goodman, Quas, Bulkley, & Shapiro, 1999; Hardy & Leeuwen, 2004;
National Children’s Advocacy Center, 2005; Poole & Lamb, 1999).

In the ideal situation, children might never be involved in forensic
process. Those emotionally super-charged, highly acrimonious, and
routinely polarized and polarizing matters which bring children before
forensic examiners and families into our courtrooms can create trauma
in the very children whose best interests they seek to protect (Flin, 1993;
Goodman et al., 1999). In the interest of due process, however, eliciting
a child’s direct experience can be a necessary—and sometimes the only—
means of investigating allegations of abuse and neglect, requests for
termination of parental rights (TPR) and reunification, custody determi-
nations, criminal matters, and allegations of alienation.

If children must continue to be involved in forensic process and if
mental health and family law professionals are to fulfill the dual (and
sometimes mutually exclusive) obligations of serving both children’s
needs and the court system, interview tools must be established which
serve to elicit a child’s valid and reliable report even while minimizing
the potential for trauma associated with the process (Saywitz & Snyder,
1996; Yuille, Hunter, Joffe, & Zaparniuk, 1993; Yuille, 1998). The present
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paper briefly reviews the literature concerning the forensic child inter-
view as a foundation upon which to introduce one such tool.

Children’s suggestibility and interviewer bias. Eliciting a valid and
reliable report from any person depends in large part on the integrity of
the interviewee’s memory, that person’s capacity for expression and the
conditions under which the report is elicited. Suggestibility describes
the degree to which an individual is vulnerable to incorporate new infor- -
mation into existing memories, mistaking such misinformation as genu-
ine (Brady, Poole, Warren, & Jones, 1999; Fivush & Schwarzmueller,
1995; Garven et al., 1998; Loftus, 1992; Poole & Lindsay, 1995; Poole &
White, 1991, 1995). Interviewer bias describes the means—both inten-
tional and incidental-through which such misinformation may be com-
municated in the course of conducting an interview (Bruck & Ceci,
1993; Ceci & Bruck, 1993a,b, 1995; Ceci & Friedman, 2000).

Taken together, studies of suggestibility and interviewer bias have
yielded a profile of the child and interviewer variables most commonly
associated with inaccurate report. Younger children, for example, are
likely to be less reliable reporters than older peers (e.g., Ceci & Friedman,
2000; Lyon, 1999; Cohen & Harnick, 1980; Goodman & Reed, 1986;
King & Yuille, 1987; Warren, Hulse-Trotter, & Tubbs, 1991), more de-
pendent upon or responsive to external cues (Fivush, 1993; Hardy &
Leeuwen, 2004; Zajac & Hayne, 2003), and more vulnerable to limita-
tions implicit in both a more restricted world knowledge and in rela-
tively immature communication skills (Saywitz & Snyder, 1996). _

. A child’s report to a familiar, trusted interviewer will be more accu-
rate and complete than the same child’s report in the absence of inter-
viewer rapport (Ackerman, 1983; Carter, Bottoms, & Levine, 1996;
Hardy & Leeuwen, 2004; Tobey & Goodman, 1992; Yuille et al., 1993).
Interview techniques that establish interviewee comprehension and ex-
pressive capacity tend to be more accurate than those that do not (Carter,
Bottoms, & Levine, 1996; Yuille et al., 1993). More generally, interview-
ers who use any of the following techniques are likely to compromise the
quality of the child interviewee’s report:

1. Forced choice questions (e.g., “Was it red or blue?”) (Gilstrap,
2004; Wood et al., 1997);

2. Questions that introduce a preference (e.g., “It was Tuesday, wasn’t
it?”) (Gilstrap, 2004; Wood et al., 1997);

3. Repeated questions within a single interview (Poole & White,
1991; Siegal, Waters, & Dinwiddy, 1988);







