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When It’s Time for “The Talk”:
Five Tips for Discussing the Credentialing of
Forensic Interviewers with Your Prosecutor
By Joseph Del Russo1, Sonia Leerkamp2, Laurie Pollard3, Alice Robinson-Bond4
Stephen Sedensky5, L. Douglas Storey6, Stephanie Smith7, Victor Vieth8
1. Initiate a conversation with the
prosecutor handling child abuse cases

Introduction
In the past decade, there has been a national
debate as to whether or not forensic
interviewers should develop themselves as a
profession complete with standards, testing,
and an ethical code.9 As a result of this debate,
the National Association of Certified Child
Forensic Interviewers (NACCFI) has
announced a multi-tiered credentialing
system10 and is accepting applications from
front line forensic interviewers to be
recognized as meeting one of three tiers of
credentialing – basic, intermediate or
advanced.11 A fourth tier, diplomate status, is
still being developed.
Although national organizations continue to
debate whether or not multi-tiered
credentialing, or any credentialing at all is a
good idea, the decision will not be made at a
national level, but rather by the front line
forensic interviewers themselves.These are the
professionals who interview the children, who
testify in court, and who often have to match
wits with defense “experts” who claim that
forensic interviewing is not a profession, or
even a clearly established skill.A recent survey
of these professionals suggests strong support
for credentialing and otherwise developing
forensic interviewing as a profession.12
At the same time, though, forensic interviewers
seeking credentialing will benefit from
discussing this issue with their local
prosecutor.The prosecutor must fully
understand credentialing if he or she is to
present this evidence in court in establishing
the expertise of the forensic interviewer or in
using this information in the cross examination
of a defense expert who lacks any sort of
forensic interviewing credential or practical
experience.This article, written by current or
past front line child abuse prosecutors, offers
five suggestions for discussing this issue with
your local prosecutor.

1

This may seem elementary, but it is important to
dialogue with the prosecutor handling child
abuse cases in your jurisdiction. The prosecutor
handling narcotics cases may have some
peripheral knowledge of child abuse (such as
exposure of a child to methamphetamines), but
will not have the specialized knowledge the
prosecutor practicing in this area will have.An
elected prosecutor may have a strong sense of
the myriad issues facing the prosecutors in his
or her office but may not have had the time to
understand all the nuances of the current
debates in a particular field, such as forensic
interviewing.Accordingly, it is important to
dialogue with the individual or individuals in the
prosecutor’s office who have the most
experience with child abuse cases and will be in
the best position to discuss this issue with you.
2. Assess your local prosecutor’s
awareness of this issue
Even if you initiate a conversation with the
prosecutor handling child abuse cases, don’t
assume he or she is fully apprised of the issue
of the credentialing of forensic interviewing. If
your prosecutor has received forensic
interview training, has attended national
conferences where credentialing has been
discussed, routinely qualifies his or her forensic
interviewers as expert witnesses, and has
experience in cross examining defense
“experts”13 on forensic interviewing, it is likely
the prosecutor is fully apprised of this issue. If
this is not the case, you may want to send a
brief memo to the prosecutor explaining the
issue, including the advantages and
disadvantages as you see them, the
credentialing you are pursuing, and ask him or
her to review the NACCFI credentialing
handbook and ethical code.14
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Forensic Interviewer
at Trial:
This course is designed for teams of
two- prosecutors and forensic
interviewers. Prosecutors will be
required to conduct a direct
examination of forensic interviewers,
and then conduct a re-direct
examination after their forensic
interviewers have been crossexamined. The prosecutors, working
with forensic interviewers, must also
respond to the critiques of their forensic
interviews from a defense expert.

Location: Winona, Minnesota on
Winona State University campus
Tuition Fee: Please submit $50
payment with your registration. Make
checks payable to: NCPTC. Or pay
online, when you register at
www.ncptc.org.
• September training session: We are
accepting registration for
ATTORNEYS ONLY!
• October training session: Please
register in a team of two (one
attorney and one forensic
interviewer). Attorneys are also
welcome to register without a
forensic interviewer for the
Oct. 11 – 13, 2010 session.
NCPTC has applied for MN POST Board
credits for law enforcement professionals,
for both training sessions offered.

This project was supported by Grant
No. 2009-DD-BX-K150 awarded by
the Office of Juvenile Justice and
Delinquency Prevention, Office of
Justice Programs, U.S. Department of
Justice. Points of view or opinions in
this document are those of the author
and do not necessarily represent the
official position or policies of the U.S.
Department of Justice.

4. Listen to any concerns your
prosecutor may raise and respond
professionally

3. Explain your rationale in pursuing
credentialing
Make sure the prosecutor understands that
credentialing is not the same as licensure.
Credentialing is a voluntary process in
which recipients of the credential agree to
maintain certain standards and to adhere to
an ethical code.15 Unlike licensure,
credentialing does not exclude anyone
from conducting an investigative interview.
This is important for the prosecutor to
understand in the event an officer or
someone who is not credentialed conducts
a cursory interview with a child at a crime
scene or may otherwise interact with a
child witness in another capacity.
Credentialing does not prohibit anyone
from speaking with a child or even
conducting a forensic interview.Again,
credentialing is a voluntary body of
forensic interviewers who have established
and adhere to minimal training
requirements, peer review standards,
testing, and whose character and work is
endorsed by others in the field.
In this sense, the credentialing of forensic
interviewers is very similar to what many
child welfare attorneys, including
prosecutors handling juvenile law or civil
child protection matters have done in
developing a Certified Child Welfare Law
Specialist credentialing process through
the National Association of Counsel for
Children.16 Your prosecutor may also be
familiar with the National Board of Legal
Specialty Certification, formerly the
National Board of Trial Advocacy, which
tests and otherwise credentials prosecutors
and other criminal trial attorneys.17
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If the prosecutor is satisfied the credential
meets acceptable standards for
credentialing a profession or skill, he or she
is likely to support your efforts to obtain
the credential. Separate and apart from the
most important issue – improvement of
forensic interviewing in the United States –
credentialing will also enhance your stature
if the prosecutor seeks to qualify you as an
expert witness18 and may assist the
prosecutor in excluding defense experts
who could never meet even minimal
standards. If, though, the prosecutor raises
any concerns or questions about the
validity of the credential, these views
should be considered carefully and
responded to professionally.Although
credentialing is primarily designed to
protect children by ensuring that children
who receive a forensic interview are
interviewed by someone who meets
minimal standards, the prosecutor is in
many respects the “end user” of the
interview and thus his or her views should
be considered in making your decision. If
the prosecutor’s questions pertain to any
aspect of the NACCFI credentialing process
that you can’t answer, raise these issues
directly with NACCFI and see if the answer
provided satisfies the prosecutor.Although
every other member of our multidisciplinary team is a member of a
profession subjected to credentialing or
licensure, this is a new concept for the field
of forensic interviewing and thus all of us
have a responsibility to seek input from our
teams and raise any legitimate concerns.

If each individual team member must be
independent in considering the ultimate
decision – whether or not a child has been
maltreated – it is also true that each team
member, in concert with others from the
same profession, bears the ultimate
responsibility for determining the
standards in their respective fields. Some
prosecutors may have had reservations
when pediatricians decided to develop a
board certified sub-specialty on child
abuse21 because this may undermine the
testimony of a local pediatrician who
chooses not to seek this qualification or,
even worse, attempts but fails to obtain this
credential. Nonetheless, the final decision
was appropriately made by the
pediatricians, not the prosecutors. In the
same way, it is forensic interviewers, not
the members of any other discipline, which
needs to determine what, if any standards it
will develop for its profession.
This is true, in part, because no particular
discipline is always right all the time. For
many decades, psychologists wrongly
assumed that children fantasize about
sexual relationships with their parents.22
The medical community often failed to
recognize clearly suspicious cases of child
abuse.23 In some issues facing the child
protection community, history has also
shown that prosecutors can err.
Two decades ago, there was a robust
debate in the child protection field on
whether or not to videotape forensic
interviews. On this issue, child abuse
prosecutors did not speak with one voice.

5. Although the view of the prosecutor
is important, the final decision on
credentialing should be made by
forensic interviewers.
Although it is well established that child
abuse investigations and prosecutions should
be handled as part of a multi-disciplinary
team19, it is “essential that individual roles and
responsibilities of team participants be
clearly delineated from the outset…it should
be made clear that each team member
retains responsibility and accountability to
independently evaluate the case; authority
should not be abdicated to the team.”20 A
prosecutor, for example, should take into
account the recommendations of other team
members, but the decision on charging or
trial strategies remain solely in his or her
discretion.
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of videotaping forensic interviews has
generally strengthened the prosecutor’s
case and proved harmful to the defense
case. By 2006, law professor Frank E.
Vandervort was able to note:
Our findings suggest that, at least when
used as part of a carefully thought-out
investigative protocol, videotaping has a
deleterious impact upon defendants’
interests and a very positive impact on
prosecutors’ efforts to successfully
prosecute child sexual abuse cases.30

Although some prosecutors argued the
benefits of videotaping these interviews,24
others argued videotaping was helpful only
if the interviewers were well trained.25
Other prosecutors strongly opposed
videotaping forensic interviews, going so
far as to call the practice “dangerous.”26
Although we are unaware of any study that
conclusively determines how many
prosecutors actually opposed videotaping,
some scholars concluded that the “primary
opposition” to videotaping came from
prosecutors.27
Although we realize that some prosecutors
still have reservations about videotaping,
and we are not suggesting that all concerns
about videotaping have been fully
addressed, there is a growing body of
research to support the value of
videotaping. Research has documented that
failing to record often results in the loss of
important evidence28 and that the overall
impact of videotaping is beneficial to the
government.A study published in 1999
concluded:
(W)hen videotaping occurred there was
a likelihood of reduced interviews for
children, less likelihood that children
were required to testify, an increase in
perpetrators pleading guilty, and
minimization of system stress to
children. In addition, most children
videotaped found the experience either
helpful or benign.29
In stark contrast to fears expressed by
some prosecutors, the actual experience
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As the debate on videotaping reminds us,
prosecutors, just like other child protection
professionals, can and do disagree with one
another on various issues facing the field. It
is possible that one side or the other in a
particular debate is correct. It is also
possible that both sides are correct. For
example, some prosecutors supported
videotaping because they had clear
statutory or case rules allowing forensic
interviews to be admitted as substantive
evidence. Other prosecutors opposed
videotaping because their state laws would
severely limit the government’s ability to
use the videotapes as evidence but would
freely allow the defense counsel to use the
tapes. In scenarios such as these, both sides
may have been right based on the unique
circumstances of their jurisdictions.
Although many child abuse prosecutors,
including the current and former
prosecutors who have authored this
article, support a national, voluntary
credentialing system for forensic
interviewers, we also recognize and
respect prosecutors and others who have
differing views.This division in the field
reflects a deep commitment to serving
children. In all likelihood, MDTs will make
different decisions on credentialing – just
as happened in the case of videotaping. It
is possible there will eventually be a clear
consensus on credentialing, one way or the
other, as appears to be happening on the
issue of videotaping. It is also possible that
what makes sense for one jurisdiction, may
not make sense for another. For example, a
prosecutor who routinely qualifies his or
her forensic interviewers as expert
witnesses and who routinely deals with
defense experts from outside the field of
forensic interviewing is very likely to
support credentialing.A prosecutor who is
limited by case law or legal rules in using
his forensic interviewers in this way may
see fewer advantages. It is possible that
both prosecutors are correct and that their
views make sense for the children they are
seeking to protect in their communities.

Conclusion
Now that the ten year debate over
credentialing has resulted in a fledgling
credentialing process through the National
Association of Certified Child Forensic
Interviewers (NACCFI), it is important for
front line forensic interviewers to consult
with their individual team members,
including local child abuse prosecutors.
Nonetheless, the final decision of whether
or not to develop forensic interviewing as
a profession, including minimal standards,
testing and an ethical code rests with
forensic interviewers themselves.
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For More Information
The National Child Protection Training Center (NCPTC) at
Winona State University provides training, technical assistance
and publications to child protection professionals throughout the
United States. In addition, NCPTC assists undergraduate and
graduate programs seeking to improve the education provided to
future child protection professionals. In partnership with
CornerHouse, NCPTC also assists in the development and
maintenance of forensic interview training programs utilizing the
RATAC® forensic interviewing protocol. For further information,
contact NCPTC at 507-457-2890 or 651-714-4673. Please visit
our website at www.ncptc.org.

4

CENTER PIECE • Volume 2, Issue 8: 2010 • NCPTC

