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It’s Time to Swim:  

A Proposal for Developing a Multi-Tiered Approach 

 To the Credentialing of Forensic Interviewers 
  

Victor I. Vieth
1
 

“One can attempt to learn to swim by reading books about the techniques involved in swimming, 

but at some point one simply has to get wet to find out what swimming is really about.” 

--David J. Monge
1
 

ABSTRACT.  The author examines the critical role of the forensic interviewer in obtaining 

legally defensible statements from maltreated children and provides an overview of existing and 

proposed standards or credentials for those conducting these interviews. In examining these 

existing and proposed standards, it appears that a multi-tiered process for credentialing forensic 

interviewers may be emerging. In recognition of this trend, and using the National Advocate 

Credentialing Program as a Guide, the author proposes a four-tiered credentialing process for 

forensic interviewers (basic, intermediate, advanced, and diplomate) with an additional category 

for “inactive” forensic interviewers.  
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It is clear that the forensic interview is critical in empowering a child to disclose 

maltreatment in a legally defensible manner. It is equally clear that there is a national consensus 

on nearly all issues concerning the forensic interviewing of maltreated children. Accordingly, it 

is not surprising that a number of organizations have promulgated national guidelines for 

conducting a forensic interview as well as basic standards for the training and supervision of 

interviewers.  

                                                      
1
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This paper examines the critical role of the forensic interviewer in the investigative process 

and provides an overview of existing and proposed standards or credentials for those conducting 

a forensic interview. In examining these existing and proposed standards, it appears that a multi-

tiered process for credentialing forensic interviewers may be emerging. In recognition of this 

trend, and using the multi-tiered credentialing process of the National Advocate Credentialing 

program as a guide, this paper will offer a credentialing model which not only maintains the 

basic standards currently in place but provides a framework for recognizing the credentials of 

those interviewers whose experience and training far exceeds basic standards.  

The paper is not met to cover in detail every aspect of the current or future credentialing of 

forensic interviewers. Instead, this paper is designed to outline where the nation currently is on 

this issue, the organizations which are suggesting the need to do more, and offer a proposal 

which protects the already existing infrastructure while allowing forensic interviewers an 

opportunity to grow as a profession and to be recognized for having achieved standards that 

exceed those currently in place. The need for forensic interviewers themselves to take a greater 

role in developing basic, intermediate, advanced or even specialized credentials, as well as 

ethical guidelines for this emerging profession will also be discussed.  

 

THE ROLE OF BASIC STANDARDS FOR FORENSIC INTERVIEWERS IN OBTAINING 

LEGALLY DEFENSIBLE STATEMENTS FROM MALTREATED CHILDREN 

 

 

In all cases of child maltreatment, the taking of a child’s statement may be an important 

part of the government’s evidence. In cases of physical abuse or neglect, however, the child’s 

statement may not be critical. This is because cases of physical abuse or neglect often involve 
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significant physical evidence which, by itself, may be sufficient to prove the crime. This 

evidence includes broken bones, blood spatter, or the existence of a meth lab in a child’s home.  

In instances of child sexual abuse, however, the taking of the child’s statement is often 

vital.  Although there is corroborating evidence in every case of child sexual abuse,
2
 the evidence 

typically supports, but does replace the importance of the child’s statements. For this reason, the 

forensic interview has been called the “DNA” of a case of child sexual abuse.
3
 According to the 

National Children’s Alliance: 

Forensic interviews are typically the cornerstone of a child abuse investigation, 

effective child protection and subsequent prosecution, and may be the beginning 

of the road toward healing for many children and families. The manner in which a 

child is treated during the initial forensic interview may significantly impact the 

child’s understanding of, and ability to respond to the intervention process and/or 

criminal justice system. Quality interviewing involves: an appropriate, neutral 

setting; effective communication among MDT members; employment of legally 

sound interviewing techniques; and the selection, training and supervision of 

interviewers.
4
 

 

There is a significant “consensus among researchers and practitioners on the 

underlying principles that should guide interviews with children who might have been a 

victim or a witness to a crime.”
5
 Although better practices are not always adhered to

6
, it is 

clear that a competently conducted forensic interview will assist maltreated children in 

disclosing their experiences. For example, a number of studies have found that 

“interviewer supportiveness has a positive effect on the amount of information 

provided.”
7
 Even on issues that continue to be debated, the evidence is heavily weighted 

on one side or the other. For example, although some experts continue to express 

concerns about videotaping forensic interviews
8
, the available research supports this 

widespread practice.
9
 Similarly, although some experts continue to question the utility of 

anatomical dolls, the majority of studies supports their usage
10

 with the few studies 



Page 4 of 27 

 

expressing concerns being best read as a caution against the inappropriate usage of dolls 

and the need for interviewer training prior to using the dolls.
11

 

With respect to the forensic interview as a whole, researchers have concluded 

“child abuse investigators and evaluators should have confidence that they can assist 

most child victims to disclose sexual abuse under the right conditions.”(emphasis 

added).
12

 This is not to say, of course, that the interviewer’s conduct is a foolproof 

determinant of obtaining a disclosure, much less an accurate disclosure. Some abused 

children will never disclose, no matter how skilled the forensic interviewer,
13

 and 

children who were interviewed by an interviewer with no skills may nonetheless be 

entirely accurate in describing maltreatment.
14

 Nonetheless, the conduct of the forensic 

interviewer may impact the child’s statement and this possibility is often a consideration 

for judges and juries.
15

 

All of this, though, is contingent on high quality training and ongoing support for 

forensic interviewers in the field. Although well-trained interviewers can and do make 

errors,
16

 interviewers who receive no basic or advanced training on forensic interviewing 

and are not participating in peer review are less likely to empower children to share their 

experiences or to conduct an interview that is legally defensible.
17

 To the extent this is 

true, the establishing of basic, intermediate and advanced standards for forensic 

interviewers is not simply a good idea, it is critical for the improvement of the child 

protection system and well-being of children.  

 

AN OVERVIEW OF EXISTING AND PROPOSED STANDARDS FOR CONDUCTING A 

FORENSIC INTERVIEW AND THE BASIC CREDENTIALS OF FORENSIC 

INTERVIEWERS 
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Given the clear consensus on most issues surrounding the forensic interview, a 

number of organizations have developed standards for the conducting of forensic 

interviews and the basic training and other credentials of those conducting these 

interviews. Other organizations are proposing additional credentials, even the 

“certification” of forensic interviews. Moreover, appellate courts have begun to weigh in 

on this issue by outlining the minimal standards for a forensic interviewer to be accepted 

as an expert witness.  

Consider, for example, the following five developments. First, the American Professional 

Society on the Abuse of Children (APSAC) has  promulgated “guidelines” for forensic or 

investigative interviewing
18

 as well as separate guidelines for the usage of anatomical dolls,
19

 

and has held meetings to discuss the development of certification standards or perhaps 

“diplomate” status for professionals in the field.
20

  

Second, there is at least one organization proposing the actual certification of forensic 

interviewers and outlining a process for developing these standards.
21

   Specifically, the National 

Association of Certified Child Forensic Interviewers (NACCFI) proposes to “protect the public 

interest by adopting standards for educational preparation, supervised experience, training, 

competency testing, ethical and professional conduct for those who seek to represent themselves 

to the public as Certified Child Forensic Interviewers.”
22

  

Third, a Texas association of forensic interviewers, complete with ethical guidelines, has 

emerged.
23

  

Fourth, appellate courts in at least ten different states have addressed the issue of who is 

“qualified” to testify as an expert witness on forensic interviewing issues.
24
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Fifth, the National Children’s Alliance, the federally funded entity that accredits Children’s 

Advocacy Centers
25

 has developed accreditation standards that include standards for basic 

training of forensic interviewers as well as ongoing training and the participation in peer 

review.
26

 

Establishing basic standards: the forensic interviewing standards of the National 

Children’s Alliance (NCA) 

 

Of these various initiatives, the National Children’s Alliance has gone the furthest. In 

promulgating accreditation standards that include the forensic interview, the NCA has gone 

beyond the promulgation of guidelines to setting standards which, if not met, could result in a 

children’s advocacy center losing its accreditation. Accordingly, the NCA’s basic standards 

pertaining to the forensic interview and the forensic interviewer warrant closer review.  

There are five “essential  components” necessary to meet the NCA’s standard of a 

“legally sound” forensic interview as well as three items of “rated criteria.” These essential 

components and rated criteria include: 

Specialized Training. The NCA requires the individual conducting the forensic interview 

to have received “specialized training in conducting forensic interviews.” To this end, each CAC 

“must demonstrate” that its forensic interviewer(s) meet at least one of the following criteria: 

1. “Documentation of satisfactory completion of competency-based child abuse 

forensic interview training that includes child development”  

2. “Documentation of 40 hours of nationally or state recognized forensic 

interview training that includes child development” 
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Written documentation describing the “general forensic interview process”. A CAC must 

have written guidelines or agreements for selecting a forensic interviewer for a particular case, 

for the sharing of information, and for the presence of various team members at the interview 

Legally sound. NCA requires its accredited members to conduct forensic interviews that are 

“legally sound, non-duplicative, non-leading and neutral.” To this end, the standard encourages 

the use of “research-based” guidelines. 

Presence of MDT members at the forensic interview. NCA requires core MDT team members 

to be “routinely present for the forensic interview” to “fulfill their professional role” and ensure 

“their respective informational needs are met.” 

Child-friendly. NCA requires forensic interviews to be “routinely conducted at the CAC.” 

Ongoing training and peer review. NCA requires forensic interviewers to receive “ongoing 

education in the field of child maltreatment and/or forensic interviewing consisting of a 

minimum of 3 hours per every 2 years of CEU/CME credits” and “participation in a formalized 

peer review process for forensic interviews.”
27

 

Analyzing whether forensic interviews and the interviewers who meet the NCA minimal 

standards are more likely to empower a child to share their experiences is a difficult process. In a 

study of 987 cases of child sexual abuse, researchers found that, with respect to the disclosure 

rate, “there was no difference associated with having a CAC.”
28

 This study, however, did not 

compare the backgrounds or training of the forensic interviews outside of the CAC. If these 

interviewers had similar training or adhered to similar standards (peer review, MDT 

participation, child friendly environment) there should not be significant differences in the rates 

of disclosure.  
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Moreover, as noted at the outset, there is a clear consensus on conducting forensic interviews 

with children with national training courses and models largely teaching similar approaches 

based on the same research.
29

 

In requiring “legally sound”, “research-based” forensic interviews and recognizing the value 

of “nationally or state recognized forensic interview training programs”, the NCA standards can 

be fairly assumed to model national standards for the conducting of forensic interviews.  

These standards, though, are admittedly “minimal standards.” For example, NCA gives 

forensic interviewers the training option of attending one of the state or nationally recognized 

forensic interviewing courses or documentation the interviewer has completed “competency 

based” training. Since all of the major forensic interview training programs are “competency 

based” and rooted in research, the “competency based” option in the NCA standards 

appropriately reflects the fact that, in many states, interviewers simply don’t have the option of 

attending a rigorous, five day course. Accordingly, many interviewers attend one or two day 

courses that do not involve all of the features of the national courses, much less have the ongoing 

support system of some of the national models.
30

  

Moreover, because the NCA standards are not developed exclusively by forensic 

interviewers they do not, and probably cannot, address broader issues such as a code of ethics for 

those conducting investigative interviews. For example, the NCA standards recognize the 

importance of having key team members, including the prosecutor, present for the forensic 

interview. What happens if there is a disagreement among the team as to whether or not to ask a 

child a particular question? For example, if the forensic interviewer decides that a particular 

question is developmentally or linguistically inappropriate, does the interviewer have the right, 

or even obligation to decline a request from a law enforcement officer or the prosecutor to have 
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the question posed to the child? Issues such as these probably cannot be resolved until forensic 

interviewers organize themselves and ultimately determine not only the standards for this 

emerging profession but ultimately the ethical code that will govern this work.  

Establishing intermediate standards: the proposed standards of the National Association of 

Certified Child Forensic Interviewers (NACCFI) 

 

The National Association of Certified Child Forensic Interviewers (NACCFI) proposes a 

certification process for forensic interviewers. Though similar, the proposed standards of the 

NACCFI are slightly more rigorous than the standards currently in place for forensic 

interviewers functioning as part of an accredited CAC. For this reason, this paper refers to the 

NACCFI standards as “intermediate.” For example, 40 hours of training through a state or 

nationally recognized course would suffice to meet the initial training requirements of a forensic 

interviewer working in an accredited CAC. However, NACCFI proposes a minimum of 40 hours 

of basic forensic interview training and an additional 40 hours of “advanced” forensic interview 

training. The NCA requires a minimum of three hours of continuing education every two years 

on the subject of “forensic interviewing” or “child maltreatment” in general. The NACCFI 

requires 40 hours of continuing education every three years and this training must be specifically 

related to forensic interviewing. Although both the NCA and NACCFI require forensic 

interviewers to be engaged in ongoing peer review, the NACCFI requires this to be done on a 

quarterly basis and requires that the peer review be of “videotaped” interviews. NACCFI also 

requires its members to be actively engaged in the practice of forensic interviewing, to adhere to 

a code of “professional ethics” (yet to be developed), to have conducted a minimum of 20 

forensic interviews, and to pass a “competency examination.”
31
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THE CREDENTIALING OF FORENSIC INTERVIEWERS:  

THREE OVERRIDING PRINCIPLES 
 

As the United States continues to progress in establishing credentialing or even certification 

standards for forensic interviewers, there are three overriding principles that should govern the 

discussion.  Operating within these overriding principles, it is possible to outline a strategy for 

the development of a multi-tiered approach to the credentialing of forensic interviewers.    

Credentialing of forensic interviewers should not go into effect without an infrastructure in 

place allowing frontline professionals to meet the standards 

It is harmful to maltreated children, and to the professionals who serve them, to promulgate 

credentialing standards that cannot be met in many, if not most parts of the country.  Most states, 

for example, do not have forensic interviewing courses, much less advanced courses or 

continuing education programs to grow the knowledge and skills of interviewers.  At the same 

time, professionals who deliberately choose to avoid better practices in forensic interviewing 

should not be rewarded for purposeful incompetence.  To assist those professionals seeking to 

bring their work up to national standards, and to compel the recalcitrant few unwilling to change 

unless mandated, credentialing or certification standards should be developed and disseminated.  

However, the actual credentialing or certification should not go into effect until there is a clear 

infrastructure in place to meet these standards. This will give frontline professionals as well as 

national or state organizations and governments the time necessary to develop the infrastructure 

that will allow any credentialing or certification standards to be met.  
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Forensic interviewers should be credentialed or certified by forensic interviewers   

If credentialing is to be accepted by forensic interviewers, it is imperative that the body 

providing the credentialing consists primarily, if not exclusively, of forensic interviewers.  

Lawyers, doctors, psychologists, social workers, nurses and other child protection professionals 

provide various certifications for their respective professions.  Forensic interviewers must follow 

suit.  Although the NACCFI may develop into such a body, there is not yet a national 

organization consisting only of forensic interviewers. Accordingly, it may be necessary for 

another organization, such as APSAC, to take the initiative. However, APSAC, or any other 

organization that chooses to take the lead, may need to make clear that the credentialing 

standards are being promulgated by a forensic interviewing subsection of the organization—a 

subsection that consists primarily of practicing forensic interviewers.  The importance of 

practitioners taking the lead in developing credentialing or certification standards cannot be over-

stated. Although academics and other professionals may research issues pertaining to 

interviewing, they are not forensic interviewers.  Without having practiced in the field, without 

having worked with a multidisciplinary team to conduct a forensic interview that meets the needs 

of the entire team, and without having presented evidence in court, it is impossible to adequately 

judge the quality of an interview.  For example, an academic may analyze the suggestibility of a 

given question but, unless s/he is well versed on all the factors that go into a forensic interview, 

s/he cannot judge its appropriateness.  As another example, someone who is not a practitioner 

may understand, to the same extent as a forensic interviewer, the importance of conducting the 

interview in a child-friendly environment.  Only a practitioner, though, will fully appreciate the 

necessity of transgressing this standard if an emergency interview of a child is necessary in order 

to prevent immediate harm or death.  A forensic interviewer will also need to be cognizant of 
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applicable civil and criminal codes and the rules of evidence as s/he conducts what is an 

“investigative” interview.  The numerous factors that go into the conducting of a forensic 

interview can be fully appreciated only by those who are active practitioners.  Accordingly, these 

are the professionals who should ultimately determine and enforce credentialing or certification 

standards.  

Although relevant, a forensic interviewer’s undergraduate and graduate training should 

not be determinative of qualifications for certification or other credentialing   

 

Standards dictating a master’s degree or higher would force many outstanding forensic 

interviewers to either leave the field or be attacked in court as “uncertified” or otherwise lacking 

in credentials. Many police officers conducting forensic interviews have two year associate arts 

degrees and many child protection workers conducting interviews have only a bachelor’s degree.  

Moreover, since an undergraduate or graduate degree in forensic interviewing does not presently 

exist, it is questionable what, if any, undergraduate or graduate degree would suffice.  Unless the 

undergraduate or graduate degree specifically pertains to one or more aspects of the forensic 

interviewing process, the point can be made that a degree in psychology is not much more 

helpful than a degree in chemistry.
32

  Accordingly, any standards setting forth minimum 

undergraduate and graduate training would unfairly weaken the credibility of forensic 

interviewers who appear in court without these credentials and would ultimately harm the 

children for whom this is all about.  Since the present training of forensic interviewers is largely 

conducted outside of higher education, we will have to look to current training programs as the 

starting point for considering the certification of these professionals. This may not always be the 

case. As undergraduate and graduate programs reform, this standard will likely change. At that 
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point, those meeting the original standards will likely need to be grandfathered in with a new 

standard becoming applicable to future professionals.  

THE ESSENTIAL COMPONENTS OF A MULTI-TIERED APPROACH TO THE 

CREDENTIALING OF FORENSIC INTERVIEWERS 

 

If the NCA has, indeed, established a base for the credentialing of forensic interviewers, 

and if the NACCFI is appropriately viewed as proposing an intermediate level for the 

credentialing or certification of forensic interviewers, there still leaves room for the accreditation 

of those forensic interviewers who are the most experienced or have otherwise established 

extraordinary expertise in the field. In discussing a credentialing process, some members of 

APSAC have proposed the designation of a “diplomate” status.  

In reviewing the existing NCA standards, the proposed NACCFI standards, and keeping 

in mind the possibility of a “diplomate” designation, there appears the emergence of a multi-

tiered credentialing or certification process for forensic interviewers. If so, this development 

would not be without precedent. In the field of victim advocacy, for example, there is a national, 

multi-tiered process for the credentialing of victim advocates.
33

  

Moreover, with over twenty years of progress in the field of forensic interviewing and 

with hundreds of published research studies, there is an emerging infrastructure that will enable 

forensic interviewers to meet basic standards and to attain advanced standards as well. For 

example, there are a number of national and state organizations that offer quality forensic 

interview training including the American Professional Society on the Abuse of Children 

(APSAC),
34

 the National CAC Academy in Huntsville,
35

 CornerHouse,
36

 the Cincinnati 

Children’s Hospital Medical Center,
37

 and First Witness.
38

 As part of a national movement called 

ChildFirst or Finding Words, seventeen states have developed courses utilizing the protocol 
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developed by CornerHouse.
39

 Many of these programs also provide advanced forensic interview 

training, including online training.
40

 

In addition to training, many of these forensic interviewing programs provide ongoing 

technical assistance, publications and bulletin boards in which forensic interviewers throughout 

the United States can discuss developments in the field.
41

  Moreover, as a direct result of these 

forensic interview training programs, there is an emerging practice that a forensic interviewer 

should meet certain qualifications.  The existing NCA standards for forensic interviewing, as 

well as the proposed NACCFI standards, largely reflect the actual practice of front line forensic 

interviewers. As these emerging practices continue to evolve into credentialing or certification 

standards, the standards will likely include the following core components: 

Basic training  

A forensic interviewer must have a minimum of five days of basic training in the art and 

science of forensic interviewing.  This training must include demonstration of skills and the 

completion of an examination, and must expose the student to leading research on memory and 

suggestibility, child development, linguistics, the legal rules and statutory guidelines impacting 

the work of a forensic interviewer, and the critical need to use the forensic interview as a basis to 

obtain corroborating evidence.
42

   

Ongoing training  

Although the precise number of hours will have to be determined by a credentialing body, it 

is imperative that a forensic interviewer receive continuing education specifically pertaining to 

forensic interviewing.  There will need to be a body of state and/or national forensic interviewing 

associations that approve the seminars or courses. It will also be essential to develop on-line 
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courses that are affordable and accessible to every interviewer in the country. In this way, 

everyone who wants to access continuing education on this subject matter will be able to do so.  

Peer review   

A forensic interviewer must actively participate in peer review of his/her forensic interviews, 

as well as the interviews of others.  The frequency of peer review meetings must take into 

account factors including geography.  For example, smaller, rural communities may have a high 

rate of child abuse and yet still have a small number of cases.
43

  As a practical matter, then, peer 

review might not occur as frequently in a jurisdiction facing this obstacle. National and state 

organizations may be able to assist smaller communities in providing on-line peer review 

opportunities or otherwise develop resources to review interviews and provide feedback to 

interviewers in geographically isolated communities.  However it is accomplished, the 

importance of peer review cannot be over-stated. As noted by Michael Lamb, “interviewers 

continue to maintain or improve their skills only when they regularly review their own and 

others’ interviews closely, discussing their strategies, successes and mistakes with other 

interviewers”
44

 (emphasis added).  

Remaining current on literature pertaining to forensic interviewing  

A forensic interviewer needs to stay abreast of developments in the field pertaining to 

forensic interviewing. A number of organizations can, and do, assist practitioners in this process. 

For example, the National Children’s Advocacy Center in Huntsville, Alabama has an on-line 

child abuse library to assist some members of the field in accessing literature.
45

 These and other 

efforts to make research available to the field must continue and expand. For example, 
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organizations which provide forensic interview training must provide their graduates with annual 

workshops and written materials that summarize the large volume of research published each 

year and otherwise provide ongoing assistance to their graduates in staying abreast of 

developments in the field. The researchers themselves must make greater effort to put their work 

into the hands of front line professionals. Without compromising peer review standards, 

researchers should prioritize publishing their work in on-line journals that do not charge readers 

a fee. This practice is widespread in the legal community where most law reviews, including 

such prestigious journals as the Harvard Law Review, allow anyone with access to the Internet to 

read and download law review articles without any cost.
46

 Researchers must routinely provide 

executive summaries and additional formats for their research that will assist practitioners in 

understanding the relevant aspects of a particular study. In addition to making their research 

more accessible and understandable, researchers need to be pro-active in listening to the needs of 

practitioners. An active dialogue between researchers and practitioners is essential to ensure 

research is relevant to the field.  

Ongoing work as a practitioner  

Although the exact number is debatable and may need to vary based on the size of a 

jurisdiction and the opportunity to conduct forensic interviews, it is nonetheless imperative that a  

forensic interviewer regularly be conducting forensic interviews in order to receive and maintain 

any sort of credential. At the outset of this paper, there is a quote from Monge asserting that 

books, classes and research can teach us a great deal about the art and science of swimming, but 

the lesson is never fully learned until a student actually swims.  Moreover, the lesson is not fully 

mastered until the student swims a lot.  There is simply no substitute for actual and significant 
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experience.  For this reason, it is essential that forensic interviewing certification be for 

practitioners, and not for observers or students of the process.  If professors, researchers or other 

child protection professionals not actively engaged in forensic interviewing seek certification in 

this discipline, let them first become a forensic interviewer.  Otherwise, they should seek a 

certification that recognizes their expertise in one or more subjects that may impact on the 

forensic interviewing process—but they should not hold themselves out to be what they cannot 

be without significant, ongoing experience.  

Acceptance in court  

The definition of the word “forensic” is “of, or pertaining to, or used in a court of law, now 

esp. in relation to the detection of crime.”
47

  Accordingly, it is essential that a forensic 

interviewer, and his or her work be accepted in a court of law. Although jurisdictions vary as to 

how far a forensic interviewer can go while testifying, it will be difficult for the field as a whole, 

and a forensic interviewer in particular, to hold themselves out as an expert if their work is not 

accepted by a court of law. In recognition of the fact that some interviewers may go years 

without one of their cases coming to trial, it may be sufficient for the interviewer to document 

that he or she was placed periodically on the government’s list as a witness concerning the 

forensic interview but the cases settled out of court. There must, though, be evidence that some 

aspect of the legal system, even if it is the prosecutor’s office, recognizes the validity of the 

model for court purposes.  
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Ethical guidelines   

A forensic interviewer must adhere to ethical guidelines specifically pertaining to the field of 

forensic interviewing.  These guidelines will have to be developed by the field itself but must 

address the obligations the interviewer has to the child, as well as to the various professionals 

served by the forensic interview.  The guidelines must also address the role of the forensic 

interviewer when testifying in court.  

DEVELOPING AN INFRASTRUCTURE FOR A MULTI-TIERED CREDENTIALING 

PROCESS FOR FORENSIC INTERVIEWERS: UTILIZING THE NATIONAL ADVOCATE 

CREDENTIALING PROGRAM AS A GUIDE 

The National Organization of Victim Assistance (NOVA) is a private, non-profit 

organization of victim assistance programs and practitioners.
48

 One of the many services NOVA 

provides is to serve as “secretariat” for the National Advocate Credentialing Program (NACP). 

This program provides a multi-tiered process by which crime victim advocates can receive 

formal accreditation or credentialing for their work in one or more areas of victim advocacy.
49

 

Although participation is voluntary, there is little doubt NACP has contributed positively to the 

profession of victim advocacy.  

The Four-Tiered Credentialing Process of NACP  

The NACP has developed a multi-tiered process for credentialing advocates. Specifically, 

NACP has the following four tiers of credentialing: 

Provisional Advocate Credential. A professional is eligible to receive this credential if he/she 

successfully completes 40 hours of pre-approved training “obtained through local, state, national 

training programs….no experience in the field required.”
50
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Basic Advocate Credential. In addition to the 40 hours of pre-approved training, this 

credential requires an additional 20 hours for each specialty area the advocate is seeking 

recognition for (i.e. child abuse intervention specialist, domestic violence intervention specialist, 

etc). In addition, this credential requires a minimum of 3,900 hours (2 years) experience and 

observation of 3 or more interventions.  

Intermediate Advocate Credential. In addition to the minimum 60 hours of training for the 

basic advocate, the intermediate credential requires an additional 10 hours of advanced training 

for each specialty area claimed. This credential requires a minimum of 7,800 hours (4 years) 

experience and observation of 3 or more observations of case interventions.  

Advanced Advocate Credential. In addition to the criteria set forth above, this credential 

requires a minimum of 20 hours of advanced training in each specialty category for which the 

applicant seeks recognition. This credential requires a minimum of 15,600 hours (8 years) 

experience and observation of 3 or more case interventions.   

Developing a Four-Tiered Credentialing Process for Forensic Interviewers with an additional 

category for “inactive” forensic interviewers  

 
In using the NACP as a guide, something similar could easily be developed for the 

credentialing of forensic interviewers. There would, of course, need to be a national organization 

willing to serve as “secretariat” for the credentialing of forensic interviewers in the way NOVA 

serves in this capacity. The leadership shown by APSAC may make them the logical 

organization to assume this role. Since there is not yet a national organization of forensic 

interviewers, the next best thing may be to form a working group of national and state forensic 

interview training programs to agree upon a list of approved basic and advanced courses and 

other standards that would allow an interviewer to be credentialed. These interview training 
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programs could appoint a representative to a standing committee, under the administration of 

APSAC or another appropriate organization, to finalize and continually fine-tune the 

credentialing standards. As a starting point for the discussion, a multi-tiered process for 

credentialing forensic interviewers might look something like this: 

Basic forensic interviewing credential. Completion of a 40 hour course on forensic 

interviewing that is pre-approved. The list of approved courses would certainly include the 

APSAC course, the NCAC course at Huntsville, the Children’s Trust course in Cincinnati, First 

Witness in Duluth, CornerHouse in Minneapolis, and the ChildFirst programs operating in 17 

states. Although the courses should include mock interviews with trained actors
51

 no actual front 

line experience will be required for this credential.  The students must sign a form 

acknowledging their understanding of and agreement to adhere to ethical guidelines pertaining to 

their work as a forensic interviewer. These guidelines must include a commitment to stay abreast 

of research and other developments in the field of forensic interviewing and to participate in peer 

review by other forensic interviewers who have met at least the basic forensic interviewing 

credential.  

Intermediate forensic interviewing credential. In addition to the basic 40 hours, the applicant 

must complete an additional 40 hours of pre-approved advanced course work on forensic 

interviewing, have conducted at least 25 forensic interviews, and participated in at least one peer 

review process in which one or more of the applicant’s interviews were critiqued. The forensic 

interviewer must be able to provide the names of the peer reviewers and the reviewers 

themselves must meet at least the basic standard for forensic interviewers. The applicant must 

again sign an acknowledgment of ethical guidelines pertaining to this work and their agreement 

to abide by these guidelines. Finally, the interviewer must take and complete a nationally 
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accepted examination documenting the interviewer has acquired basic knowledge relevant to 

forensic interviewing. If accepted in the field, the examination proposed by NACCFI may serve 

this purpose.  

Advanced forensic interviewing credential. In addition to the basic 40 hours, the applicant 

must have completed a minimum of 80 hours of pre-approved advanced course work on forensic 

interviewing, must have conducted at least 100 forensic interviews and participate in a quarterly 

peer review process in which the forensic interviews of the applicants are among those critiqued. 

The applicant must again document the names of the peer reviewers and the reviewers 

themselves must meet at least the basic credential for forensic interviewers. The applicant must 

have been called as a witness in a civil or criminal trial in which their testimony involved the 

presentation of evidence pertaining to the forensic interview. In the alternative, the applicant 

must submit an affidavit that they have been listed at least once as a witness in a civil or criminal 

trial in which their anticipated testimony was to present evidence pertaining to their forensic 

interview. The applicant must again sign the acknowledgment pertaining to ethical standards.  

Diplomate in forensic interviewing. In addition to the basic 40 hours, the applicant must have 

completed a minimum of 160 hours of pre-approved advanced training on forensic interviewing. 

The applicant must have conducted a minimum of 1,000 forensic interviews. The applicant must 

document continued participation in a quarterly peer review process in which the applicant’s 

interviews are among those critiqued by peer reviewers who meet at least the basic credential for 

forensic interviewing. The applicant must continue to acknowledge an understanding of and 

adherence to ethical guidelines. The applicant must have been qualified as an expert witness and 

testified at least once in a civil or criminal case concerning a forensic interview. Finally, and 

most importantly, the applicant must submit three transcripts or videotapes of forensic interviews 
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conducted in at least three different years, for blind review by an expert panel. The panel, 

appointed by the body overseeing the credentialing process, must consist of practicing forensic 

interviewers who have conducted a minimum of 1,000 forensic interviews and who utilize 

different forensic interviewing protocols. The reason for a panel of experts utilizing different 

protocols is to avoid a process which endorses primarily one model over another but instead 

focuses on acceptable practices in the field of forensic interviewing. The reason that the three 

transcripts or videotapes be from different years is to provide some evidence that the applicant 

has maintained excellence over an extended period of time.  

Inactive status. A forensic interviewer who is no longer a practitioner will be deemed 

“inactive” at whatever level of credentialing they had obtained. For example, a diplomate who is 

no longer a practitioner would be classified as “diplomate in forensic interviewing inactive.” 

Should the interviewer resume work as a practitioner, the “inactive” label would be removed. 

Because ongoing work as a practitioner is an essential, if not the best way to stay abreast of 

myriad changes in the field of child protection, it is misleading to a court of law or to the public 

not to make clear when someone is no longer a practitioner.  

LONG-TERM CONSIDERATIONS THAT WILL EVENTUALLY IMPACT THE 

CREDENTIALING OF FORENSIC INTERVIEWERS 

 

Driven largely by the growth of national and state forensic interviewing courses, and the 

infrastructure surrounding these courses, the credentialing standards promulgated above could 

easily be achieved in the next three-five years.  Any movement, though, that plans only for the 

next 3-5 years is destined for stagnation or death.  Accordingly, it is essential to recognize not 

only the possibilities for the foreseeable future, but the long-term future.  
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There are at least two dramatic changes in the child protection movement that will almost 

certainly impact the credentialing of forensic interviewers long term. The first is remarkably 

improved training at the undergraduate level and the second is the specialization of the 

profession.  

The likely impact of improved training at the undergraduate and graduate level 

 

As mentioned at the outset, undergraduate and graduate programs have largely failed to 

properly prepare child protection professionals.  Although criminal justice, social work, 

psychology, nursing and other programs may peripherally address child maltreatment, numerous 

research studies document that undergraduate and graduate programs are woefully lacking in this 

area.
52

  With at least two notable exceptions
53

, undergraduate and graduate programs do not have 

a course, much less a concentration in forensic interviewing.  All of this, though, is about to 

change.  

In 2009, twenty universities began the process of implementing a child protection minor 

that includes intensive instruction in forensic interviewing.
54

  This federally funded initiative is 

part of a much larger proposal to significantly reduce, if not eliminate child abuse in the United 

States within three generations.
55

  If the movement to reform the undergraduate and graduate 

training of child protection professionals continues to spread, it is likely the standards for future 

forensic interviewers will become more intense.  Ten years from now, the certification standards 

for forensic interviewers may very well include a minimum of a university minor in child 

protection, which includes a concentration in forensic interviewing.  Accordingly, it is essential 

that forensic interviewing coalitions, and other interested parties, take a leading role in shaping 

the reform of child protection education at the undergraduate and graduate level.  These will be 

the graduates that, a generation from now, will be dictating to us the standards for our field.  
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The likelihood of specialization 

Although forensic interviewing is rooted in the need to interview sexually abused children, and 

many courses are still focused on cases of sexual abuse, it is clear the profession is expanding. In 

the future, there may be forensic interview specialists whose training and experience uniquely 

qualify them to interview children exposed to domestic violence or a homicide; children who are 

emotionally maltreated; or children who have been trafficked or solicited on-line. Just as the 

NACP recognizes specialty credentialing for victim advocates, the credentialing of forensic 

interviewers may one day include specialty credentialing.  

CONCLUSION 

It bears repeating that the definition of the word “forensic” is “of, or pertaining to, or 

used in a court of law, now esp. in relation to the detection of crime.”
56

  Given this definition, it 

is not surprising that the evolution of the concept of “forensic interviewing” has taken place, at 

least to some extent, in courts of law.
57

  To date, the case law recognizing the expertise of 

forensic interviewers is rooted largely in the infrastructure surrounding many of the nation’s 

leading forensic interviewing courses.  With so many courts recognizing the validity of this 

structure for accepting forensic interviewing as a discipline and allowing these interviewers to 

serve as experts on interviewing issues, it is logical to use the infrastructure surrounding these 

courses as the starting point as we begin to explore or even develop certification standards for 

forensic interviewers. From this starting point, a multi-tiered credentialing process is not only 

conceivable--it is just around the corner.  
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