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Interrogations and Confessions: A Manual for Practice. By Gregory DeClue.  (Sarasota, FL: Professional Resource Press, 2004) approx. 275 pp., $45.00.
Reviewed by Philip H. Witt, Ph.D., ABPP


DeClue’s book, Interrogations and Confessions, begins in an unusual way for a forensic psychology text:

In April 1953 Watson and Crick “put forward a radically different structure for the salt of deoxyribose nucleic acid [DNA],” the now famous double helix, noting, “It has not escaped our notice that the specific pairing we have postulated immediately suggests a possible copying mechanism for the genetic material” (p. 737). Hailed as unveiling the secret of life, this work led to the granting of a Nobel Prize in 1962. Knowledge about DNA has advanced our basic understanding of life and has spawned numerous practical applications, including one of the most effective tools in modern crime detection....

DeClue’s intriguing lead for this book introduces the reader to the identification of criminals through DNA analysis.  Then, his first case example—and, in fact, the very first case in which DNA analysis was used for identification—was of a man who had raped and murdered two 15-year-old girls three years apart, the 1984 case of Collin Pitchfork in Great Britain, in which the police asked for the assistance of Sir Alec Jeffreys to conduct a DNA analysis.  DeClue recounts:

When the local police contacted Jeffreys to consult on the Narborough case, they had already arrested a 17-year-old kitchen assistant who had a record of minor sex offenses. During their interrogation of him he confessed to one of the murders, but not the other. Noting similarities in the two cases, the police expected that Jeffreys would assist them in proving that the man had raped and killed both girls. Jeffreys’ analysis showed that the same man had committed both rapes, but it was not the man who had confessed.


The above case, in which the true assailant, Colin Pitchfork, was apprehended through DNA analysis after another man had falsely confessed, illustrates the central theme of this book—that some men (or women) confess to crimes they did not commit.  DeClue’s book explores this theme from a number of angles.  First, he tackles the difficult issue of how frequently false confessions occur.  Aside from DNA analysis, how does one determine that a confession is false?  This is a controversial area, but estimates are as high as one in four false confessions in cases in which DNA analysis finds that an innocent man has been convicted.  

Then, DeClue explores in detail the puzzling fact that individuals confess to crimes they did not commit.  Why, after all, would a person falsely confess to crime, with the attendant likelihood of conviction and incarceration?  He discusses at length the Reid model of interrogation, one commonly taught in police academies and used by police interrogators, indicating how this interrogation model leads the suspect closer and closer to confession through a series of predictable interpersonal maneuvers, particularly through minimization (suggesting that the consequences of confessing will be minimal) and maximization (or implied but not direct threats for lack of cooperation).  DeClue reviews the major theorists regarding false confession, such as Leo, Ofshe, and Gudjusson, clearly comparing their overlapping theories.

He shows how the interrogator’s behavior is designed to move the suspect from confidence to confusion and despair, which will then make the suspect more easily manipulated.   For example, DeClue describes a typical interrogation as follows:

In the face of increasingly relentless interpersonal pressure, the suspect is pushed to account for the purported evidence. By training, the interrogator interrupts any denial or introduction of exculpatory evidence offered by the suspect (e.g., I wasn’t there, I was at my brother’s house), and insists that the suspect explain the “facts” (e.g., your fingerprints were on the gun). As the list of inculpatory “evidence” grows, wrongly accused suspects develop some theory of what is going on. Some guess that someone has set them up by planting evidence. Others opine that they are being railroaded by the police—that the police have deliberately decided to fake evidence to produce a false conviction. Both types of theory are based on the suspect’s partial acceptance of the interrogator’s version of the facts: that the evidence, though false, does exist.


At this point, DeClue raises a much debated point:  How can a false confession be distinguished from a true confession?  He proposes the use of the post-admission narrative:
Social scientists who have analyzed interrogations report that there are no reliable, observable differences between interrogations yielding true or false confessions until after the “I did it” statement. Therefore, police interrogation should never end at the point when the police believe the suspect has made admissions allowing him to be charged with the most serious offense possible. In the next step, the post-admission narrative, interrogators elicit detailed descriptions of events. If the suspect provides accurate details showing special knowledge of the details of the crime, then the confession can be judged as reliable. If the suspect’s post-admission narrative does not match the facts of the case, the reliability of the confession is in doubt. [citations omitted]


He further strongly supports the frequently proposed reform that all interrogations be fully recorded.  He indicates that the common procedure in the United States of only recording the structured questioning of an admission leaves an evaluator with little information to determine whether a confession is valid.  In fact, follwing Leo and Ofshe, DeClue supports the following reforms:
1) Courts should adopt mandatory tape recording requirements in felony cases, 2) The admissibility of confession evidence should be allowed only when the accused subject’s guilt is corroborated by independent evidence, and 3) All confessions should meet a reasonable standard of reliability before being admitted.


DeClue explores laboratory research on confessions, including some ingenious studies on inducing false confessions experimentally.  He notes that when the experimental subject is more uncertain about his behavior, then it is easier to cause the subject to actually believe he committed the alleged act.  When the subject is more certain about his behavior, he can sometimes be induced to comply with the investigator by confessing, but he will not necessarily believe that he committed the alleged act.  DeClue further reviews the literature classifying false confessions, for example, noting that in the Lindberg baby kidnapping case, hundreds of person provided self-initiated false confessions.

One valuable contribution of DeClue’s book is a thorough, extensive review of the case law history on confessions.  Although readers will have heard of the Miranda decision, many may be unaware that an extensive case law history in this area preceded Miranda, and additional case law interpretations and modifications have followed.  DeClue’s review of the case law history also provides a fascinating social history with regard to police procedures.  One can see in the case law findings that earlier in the 20th century, police interrogation methods sometimes included beatings and threats of lynching, particularly when the suspect was African-American.  Later, methods occasionally involved prolonged detention in isolation, sometimes in a windowless room.  As recently as 1978, in Mincey v. Arizona (437 U.S. 385), the police interrogated a wounded, almost comatose suspect in the emergency room.  More recently, police have relied more heavily on more subtle psychological methods, as described earlier.

After laying a thorough legal and psychological foundation, DeClue addresses how to conduct a psychological evaluation in contested confession cases.  He considers the following to be questions that a forensic psychologist or psychiatrist may be asked to address:

· Did the State fail to prove, by a preponderance of the evidence, that the Defendant knowingly, intelligently, and voluntarily waived his Miranda rights?

· Did the State fail to prove, by a preponderance of the evidence, that the Defendant’s supposed confession was freely and voluntarily made under the totality of the circumstances?

· Should the Court suppress the Defendant’s coerced statements to the police because they are so highly unreliable and virtually uncorroborated?

He then reviews the methods—both interview methods and psychological testing—that can be used to gather information relevant to these questions.  He considers in detail what knowing, intelligent, and voluntary mean, both in the context of the case law foundation and with respect to psychological evaluation issues.  He concludes that a forensic psychologist can assist the court in the following ways:
1. Assess the defendant’s current mental status, including intelligence, memory, reading comprehension, listening comprehension, and psychopathology.
2. Reconstruct the defendant’s mental state at the time of the waiver (similar to the type of assessment in insanity and other mental-state-at-the-time-of-the-offense evaluations).
3. Gather and analyze information regarding “the physical and psychological environment in which the [waiver] was obtained”.
4. Assist the judge in understanding interactions among the above. [citations omitted]
In his discussion of psychological assessment instruments, he not only considers general-purpose tests, such as standard measures of intelligence or achievement, but also focused forensic assessment instruments, such as the Gudjonsson Suggestibility Scales or Grisso’s Instruments for Assessing Understanding and Appreciation of Miranda Rights.
Finally, he includes a sample report in which he demonstrates how he integrates all the above issues.

In sum, any forensic mental health expert who conducts evaluations regarding the validity of confessions or the competence to waive Miranda rights would be well advised to read this book.  It provides a scholarly foundation in case law and psychological theory and research, as well as a wealth of practical examples in how to communicate findings to the court.  DeClue’s writing is clear and lucid, even when reviewing areas less familiar to forensic mental health experts, such as case law history.  I expect that Interrogations and Confessions will become the standard text on this issue.
