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Abstract

Professionals supporting child witnesses are concerned with susceptibility to sugges-

tion, that is, the impact of suggestive questioning on the information that children

report. The Bonn test of statement suggestibility (BTSS; Endres, The Journal of Credi-

bility Assessment and Witness Psychology, 1997, 1, 44–67; Endres et al., Psychologie

der zeugenaussage, 1998) is a measure of interrogative suggestibility. It focuses on the

interaction between the individual child and their environment, which may make a child

vulnerable to suggestion. We aim to examine the psychometric properties of the BTSS

tool by critiquing the scientific construction of the elements and the robustness of the

measure. We conclude that the limited available research allows for a tentative conclu-

sion of suitable levels of reliability and validity. However, we propose that the BTSS

should not be administered in isolation to determine suggestibility but instead there

should be a wider assessment completed with consideration of the broader aspects of

the child's individual situation.

K E YWORD S

child witnesses, forensic interviewing, suggestibility

1 | INTRODUCTION

A principle component of the child witness credibility literature is the

measurement of suggestibility. The American Psychological Associa-

tion (2023) defines suggestibility as an inclination to readily and

uncritically adopt the ideas, beliefs, attitudes or actions of others.

Within the forensic context, one field of research has focused specifi-

cally on the suggestive influence of forensic interviewers on inter-

viewees, known as interrogative suggestibility. Gudjonsson and Clark

(1986) define interrogative suggestibility as “the extent to which,

within a closed social interaction, people come to accept messages

communicated during formal questioning, as a result of which their

subsequent behavioural response is affected” (p. 4). A goal of this

body of research has been to determine if there are individuals who

are more likely to give inaccurate accounts (trait suggestibility) under

perceived external pressure and to explore the mechanisms

underlying this process (e.g., cognitive factors, Milne & Bull, 2003).

Researchers have also been particularly interested in the interaction

between trait suggestibility, that is the concept that “some people are

inherently more suggestible than others” (Ridley, 2013, p. 2) and the

environment in which the interview is conducted (social influences,

Vrij & Bush, 2000), as reducing exposure to suggestion (e.g., through

interviewer training) has been a key goal.

It is crucial for the well-being of child witnesses and the fair

administration of justice, to ensure that testimony is not impacted by

error, deception or contamination. One method psychologists use to

measure the possible suggestibility of children is through psychomet-

ric measures; objective and quantifiable tests which are grounded in

statistical analysis. One such measure is the Bonn test of statement

suggestibility (BTSS, Endres, 1997; Endres et al., 1998) which was cre-

ated to measure individual differences in suggestibility of children

aged 4 to 10 years old. This scale was developed in response to
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criticism that most suggestibility scales designed for adults (such as

the Gudjonsson suggestibility scale, GSS, Gudjonsson, 1997) are too

complex for young children. The BTSS and GSS are the most com-

monly used measures of interrogative suggestibility. In this paper, we

examine the psychometric properties of the BTSS tool by critiquing

the scientific construction and the robustness of the measure. A reli-

able and valid measure of children's interrogative suggestibility is

important both for the fair administration of justice, and also for the-

ory development.

2 | OVERVIEW

2.1 | The background of interrogative
suggestibility

Historically, the suggestibility literature is broadly split into two

approaches; the experimental approach (Schooler & Loftus, 1986) and the

individual differences approach (Gudjonsson & Clark, 1986). The experi-

mental approach posits that it is possible to mislead people into remem-

bering events incorrectly by introducing certain circumstances, for

example, through manipulating the delay between the event and the

moment of recall (Schooler & Loftus, 1986). Conversely, the individual dif-

ferences approach focuses on the differences between witnesses and

why these differences might make some more suggestible than others.

Considering forensic practice in criminal courts, Gudjonsson and

Clark (1986) created an individual differences model which posits that

interrogative suggestibility is a product of the person, the environ-

ment, and others within that environment. Thus, when faced with the

external conditions of either uncertainty or expectation in forensic

interview, interrogative suggestibility is measured by the coping

mechanisms the individual can implement at that moment

(Gudjonsson, 2013). This model puts forward two main types of sug-

gestibility which can be influenced by individual factors: ‘Yield’
and ‘Shift’. Yield relates to the likelihood of the witness acquiesc-

ing to the interviewer's leading questions and Shift relates to the

measurement of reactions to interrogative pressure techniques

(such as those seen in forensic interviews and cross-examination,

like repeated questioning). These two concepts are the basis for

the interrogative suggestibility research conducted by Gudjonsson

and Clark (1986); the theory was subsequently used to develop a

scale for adult witnesses (the GSS) to measure suggestibility in

interview and trial situations.

The BTSS adopts the interrogative suggestibility approach, apply-

ing the same principles of Yield and Shift to the child witness popula-

tion. Endres (1997) states the main need for the instrument was

because methodological weaknesses had been identified in other sug-

gestibility scales. As mentioned above, it was not deemed appropriate

to use adult scales (e.g., the GSS) with children. Other tests attempting

to measure suggestibility in children have been criticised for appearing

to show reliability and validity limitations. For example, the test of

statement suggestibility (Burger, 1971) lacks criterion validity due to

absence of significant correlation with other similar tests and the

Würzburg suggestibility test (WST, Bottenberg & Wehner, 1972) is

designed as a group task meaning it does not replicate the forensic

interview in real life. As such, Endres (1997) and Endres et al. (1998)

identified that there was a gap in the suggestibility field for a valid and

reliable test for children. The critical question is not whether children

are susceptible, but rather to what extent a child with specific individ-

ual factors is more susceptible to interrogative suggestibility com-

pared to their peers. The aim of the BTSS therefore, is to provide an

instrument which can help to measure this. To this end, we first out-

line the structure and application of the BTSS, and then consider the

tool's psychometric properties.

2.2 | Structure and administration of the BTSS

The BTSS adopts the interrogative suggestibility approach, applying

the same principles of Yield and Shift to the child witness population.

Endres (1997) states the main need for the instrument was due to

identified methodological weaknesses in other suggestibility scales

(reliability and validity limitations). The answers given by the child on

the BTSS are used to indicate their position on Yield, Shift and Total

Suggestibility scales. The Yield scale (18 items) measures the child's

acquiescence to incorrect information given by an interviewer and

comprises of two question types. For yes/no questions (10 items), the

child is presented an incorrect fact in an affirmative manner. For alter-

native questions (8 items), the child is presented two incorrect facts in

a manner which demands a forced choice. The Shift scale (8 items)

measures whether the child changes their answers in response to neg-

ative feedback from the interviewer and is measured by asking chil-

dren repeated questions; these are immediately presented after the

yes/no questions. The overall suggestibility score is the sum of

the Yield and Shift scales (26 items) and indicates the extent to which

the child is suggestible. It does not include the additional 5 distractor

questions which total the 31 questions in the BTSS.

The BTSS is a standardised test with clear and defined instruc-

tions for administration. The test does not require a specific level of

training for administration and scoring and the results should there-

fore be similar between different administrators. The advantages to

such an approach are that the results remain objective and simple

to communicate to others; it gives a clear indication of suggestibility

for an individual child. This is an advantage in the forensic domain

because the results are often reported to individuals in the criminal

justice system (such as judiciary, prosecutors, and defenders) who do

not possess formal psychological training.

3 | PSYCHOMETRIC PROPERTIES OF
THE BTSS

3.1 | Internal reliability

Internal reliability is concerned with whether items within the same

test are measuring the same construct (Kline, 1998). The statistic often
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used to measure this is the Cronbach Alpha Coefficient, denoted by α

(Cronbach, 1951). Psychology is, at best, able to measure behaviour with

a margin of standard error and the acceptable Cronbach Alpha Coefficient

is generally recognised to be above 0.7 (Kline, 1998).

The initial published reliability findings for the BTSS

(Endres, 1997), which sampled 62 children aged between 4 and

10 years old, demonstrated that the three question types (yes/no,

repeated and alternative) and Total Suggestibility scales had accept-

able ratings for internal reliability indicating consistency throughout

the measure (yes/no, α = .74; alternative, α = .77; repetition, α = .70;

total suggestibility, α = .85; Endres, 1997). Candel et al. (2000) repli-

cated these promising findings when examining the Dutch version of

the BTSS with a sample of 48 primary school children aged between

4 and 10 years old. In this study, the yes/no and alternative questions

were combined into the Yield scale (α = .78) and the repetition ques-

tions into the Shift scale (α = .82). The Total Suggestibility scale also

produced scores within the acceptable range for internal reliability

(α = .87). Given these results are limited to two studies, we can cau-

tiously conclude that the questions on the Yield, Shift and Total Sug-

gestibility scales are all measuring the same construct; although

further empirical research would be of benefit.

3.2 | Test–retest reliability

The test–retest principle relates to a test's consistency over time. An

individual taking the same test at two different times should produce

the same results when no intervention has taken place between the

testing phases (Kline, 1998). During the initial testing of the BTSS,

Endres (1997) and Endres et al. (1998), delivered the BTSS on two

occasions to 62 children aged between 4 and 10 year-olds with a

period of several weeks in between. The results demonstrated nonsig-

nificant but positive correlations for Total Suggestibility scores

(r = .66), and for scores on the yes/no (r = .67) and alternative

(r = .65) questions. Scores for repeated questions produced the weak-

est nonsignificant correlation (r = .32), demonstrating relatively weak

correspondence between the same child's score over time.

However, in an exploration of the construct scales, as opposed to

question type, Candel et al. (2000) delivered the BTSS to 4 to

10-year-olds (n = 48) and retested them on the same story 6 weeks

later. They found much stronger retest correlations for total suggestibility

scores (r = .90, p < .05), and for Yield (r = .90, p < .05) and Shift (r = .78,

p < .05) scores. It is worth interpreting these results with caution because

a 6-week retest period may have allowed recall from the previous testing

phase. Alternatively, recall from the previous testing phase may not be

problematic in this case, because 6 weeks is a long time for a young child

to remember details. O'Neill and Zajac (2013), for example, have shown

that 5 and 6-year-olds demonstrate a particular detriment to their recall

after a time delay of 1 month. Therefore, overall it appears that the con-

struct scales of the BTSS show sufficient test–retest reliability according

to the most recent study that has assessed this (Candel et al., 2000). Yet,

the evidence for sufficient test–retest reliability for the question types is

weak and more research is required.

3.3 | Validity

Validity is defined as the concern of “whether an instrument is indeed

measuring what it purports to evaluate, that is, the construct of actual

interest” (Raykov & Marcoulides, 2011, p. 183). An instrument which

is valid is useful as it is able to make inferences about the construct

being measured beyond the testing conditions. Defining validity is not

an all or nothing science; Raykov and Marcoulides (2011) argue the

aim is to develop a strong case for the existence of validity using

instrument validation rather than presuming it to be present or not.

3.3.1 | Face validity

Face validity relates to whether an instrument appears to be measuring

what it sets out to measure. Being a standardised test, the BTSS aims

to measure the extent the participant will concede to suggestive ques-

tioning about their memory of a story. Malingering is unlikely, as the

participant is shielded from the true nature of the test. Endres (1997)

and Endres et al. (1998) added filler questions to distract children from

the true nature of the instrument (i.e., suggestibility to misleading infor-

mation). These filler questions are posed in a leading manner but supply

correct information (e.g., “And Bettina's friend was called Michaela,

wasn't she?”). Therefore, the BTSS appears to be measuring what it set

out to measure, namely suggestibility in the form of participant acquies-

cence to the presence of external pressures.

3.3.2 | Criterion based validity

Criterion based validity is concerned with the extent to which one can

predict a subject's score on another variable or criterion of interest

from scores on the instrument (Raykov & Marcoulides, 2011). This is

important in circumstances where we wish to evaluate potential

future performances. For example, the BTSS is concerned with pre-

dicting how likely a child will be susceptible to suggestibility when put

in a high demanding situation such as cross-examination in a criminal

trial. Criterion validity comprises two elements; concurrent and pre-

dictive validity. Endres (1997), at the time of publishing the initial find-

ings into the BTSS, was not able to demonstrate that the BTSS was

able to predict subsequent suggestibility in real investigations and it

has not been possible to identify any literature which has explored

this relationship in this present paper. We are therefore unable to

comment on the predictive validity of the BTSS; however, comparable

adult scales, such as the GSS, appear to hold acceptable levels of pre-

dictive validity (Merckelbach et al., 1998).

3.3.3 | Concurrent validity

Concurrent validity explores how well the test correlates with other

tests claiming to measure the same construct; new tests can be evalu-

ated against existing tests to establish if a correlation exists. Roma
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et al. (2011) compared the BTSS with the GSS (the adult scale on

which the BTSS is based) with 84 children aged between 8 and

10 years old. The authors found strong correlations between scores

on the two tests for the Yield and Total Suggestibility subscales

(r = .71; p < .001 and r = .72; p < .001 respectively) but a weaker cor-

relation for the Shift scale (r = .33; p < .05). This weaker correlation is

possibly because the BTSS and GSS assess the Shift variable differ-

ently; the BTSS repeats eight of its questions and does so immediately

after the child's original response, whereas the GSS repeats 20 ques-

tions after a delay. Roma et al. (2011) state that the BTSS replicates

real life; forensic interview and cross-examination questioning pat-

terns are more likely to repeat only some of the questions and do so

in an immediate fashion.

Roma et al. (2011) compared the BTSS with the similarities and

vocabulary subtests of the Wechsler Intelligence Scale for Children

Revised (WISC-R, Wechsler, 1974) and Raven's colored progressive

matrices test (CPM, Raven et al., 1998). The results showed that the

Yield (vocabulary r = �.34; p < .05, similarities r = �.38; p < .05, and

CPM r = �.24; p < .05) and Total Suggestibility (vocabulary r = �.24;

p < .05, similarities r = �.37; p < .05 and, CPM r = �.29; p < .05) scales

correlated negatively with the cognitive tests with small to medium

effect sizes. The correlations for the Shift scale were small to medium

effect sizes, but were not statistically significant (vocabulary r = �.13,

similarities r = �.26, and CPM r = �.26). This suggests that the Yield

and Total Suggestibility subscales of the BTSS may be associated with

cognitive factors, where better cognitive abilities may mean the child is

less likely to acquiesce to leading questioning. It is possible that the

Shift scale is less associated with cognitive factors, and perhaps more

associated with other factors (e.g., situational), but this is yet to be

tested. It is also possible, however, that the Shift scale has poorer con-

current validity than the Yield and Total Suggestibility scales.

3.3.4 | Content related validity

Content validity is concerned with whether the instrument measures all

possible aspects of the construct being measured. This allows for a full

and accurate measurement to be made; if elements of the construct are

missing the scale would not provide an accurate picture. Interrogative

suggestibility theory underpinning the BTSS conceives suggestibility as

an interaction between the motivational aspects, cognitive abilities, and

individual suggestiveness of the witness. That is, the witness has certain

predispositions to interrogative questioning which, under specific cir-

cumstances, are likely to heighten subsequent suggestibility. For exam-

ple, the developmental level of a child (cognitive factor) was examined

by Volpini et al. (2016) who, using a sample of 92 children aged between

3 and 6 years old, demonstrated that the Shift subscale was related to

situational factors (the desire to appear socially compliant increasing

with the age of the child) and the Yield subscale was associated with

cognitive factors (the younger the child the less their cognitive facilities

have developed and the more likely they will show acquiescence bias).

The research by Volpini et al. (2016) indicates that suggestibility is influ-

enced by both cognitive factors (e.g., developmental level, age,

intellectual functioning) and situational factors (e.g., interrogative ques-

tioning style, social conformity). The BTSS does not measure either situ-

ational or cognitive factors; rather it measures the extent of

suggestibility. As such, it is not possible to conclude the BTSS defini-

tively measures the construct of suggestibility as a whole entity; merely

the presence of one aspect of it (i.e., the situational factors in forensic

interview scenarios). Therefore, for a more thorough measurement of

suggestibility, the BTSS may require supplementation with other

assessments including clinical interviews with the child, their care-

givers or other adults such as teachers who have observed the child

over a period of time, and cognitive testing (e.g., WISC-IV,

Wechsler, 2003; or CPM, Raven et al., 1998).

3.3.5 | Construct related validity

Construct validity, often considered the gold standard of validity, is

concerned with the correlation of the construct under investigation

(interrogative suggestibility) with other variables known to be linked.

This can tell us to what degree performance on a task is influenced by

both the construct under investigation and by other related constructs

(Raykov & Marcoulides, 2011). There is currently no psychometric

measure available to consider convergent and divergent validity

because the BTSS superseded all other suggestibility measures for

children (e.g., Test of Statement Suggestibility, Burger, 1971;

Würzburg Suggestibility Test, Bottenberg & Wehner, 1972). As such,

we examined the link between BTSS scores and age and intelligence,

because the wider literature proposes that these cognitive and social

factors may be associated with susceptibility to suggestion (Bruck &

Melnyk, 2004).

3.4 | Age factors

The commonplace understanding is that the younger a child is, the

more likely they will be suggestible to leading questions

(Endres, 1997; Saraiva & Albuquerque, 2015). Research studies in the

wider literature have found a negative correlation between age

and suggestibility; that is the older a child is, the less likely they

will be influenced by suggestible questioning (Finnilä et al., 2003;

Singh & Gudjonsson, 1992a; Singh & Gudjonsson, 1992b; Warren

et al., 1991). London et al. (2013) posit that the development of

Theory of Mind (ToM, an appreciation that others can have an

alternative representation of reality) between the ages of 3 and

6 years old can decrease suggestibility due to the understanding of

the child that they do not have to accept the alternative viewpoint

(false belief ) of the interviewer (Templeton & Wilcox, 2000;

Welch-Ross, 1999; Welch-Ross et al., 1997).

In accordance with such research and theory, research has gener-

ally found a negative relationship between scores on the BTSS and

age from preschool up until the age of 11 (Bruck & Melnyk, 2004). In

the BTSS study by Endres (1997), the age effect was particularly pre-

dominant in the yes/no questions (r = �.40; p < .001), demonstrating
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that younger children are particularly susceptible to suggestibility

effects when faced with a forced-choice questioning style. Similarly,

Benatti et al. (2018) sampled 1098 children aged between 4 and

11 years old and found a significant negative correlation between sug-

gestibility and age (r = �.40; p < .01) on the Italian version of the

BTSS. Together, this suggests that scores on the BTSS behave as

expected by broader findings in the literature regarding age (i.e., BTSS

scores decline with age). It also indicates that age should be consid-

ered when assessing a child's potential level of suggestibility.

However, the use of age to measure construct validity of the

BTSS is complicated because other researchers have found little to no

correlation between ToM and suggestibility (Melinder et al., 2006;

Scullin & Ceci, 2001). It appears that age alone is unable to provide a

clear, linear relationship with suggestibility but is rather reflective of

a series of complex developmental variations which are associated

with the suggestibility of the child (Crossman et al., 2004). Therefore,

other evidence for construct validity should also be considered.

Interestingly, using the GSS, it has been demonstrated that ado-

lescents are no more likely to yield to leading questions than adults

(Gudjonsson & Singh, 1984); however, they are more likely to acqui-

esce to negative feedback on the Shift scale (Singh &

Gudjonsson, 1992a; Warren et al., 1991). Conversely, children under

the age of 12 are more likely to be suggestible to Yield and Shift

scales on both the BTSS and the GSS than adolescent and adult popu-

lations (Candel et al., 2000; Gudjonsson, 1984). This indicates that

children under age 12 tend to be more suggestible than those over

this age; however, adolescents are likely to acquiesce when they are

faced with uncertainty about the correct answer, such as when they

are faced with repeated questions (Finnilä et al., 2003). Gudjonsson

(1984) proposes that from the age of 16, there is very little difference

in suggestibility levels compared to groups of adult participants indi-

cating that practitioners should consider applying the GSS rather than

the BTSS when assessing for interrogative suggestibility in adoles-

cents from 16 years old.

3.5 | Intelligence

Researchers have long explored the possibility that those with lower

intelligence (both verbal and non-verbal) are more likely to be suscep-

tible to suggestibility (Muris et al., 2004; Richardson & Kelly, 1995).

There is evidence that verbal intelligence, the ability to understand

and reason using words, might be negatively associated with suggest-

ibility in children. That is, the higher the verbal intelligence the lower

the suggestibility (Chae & Ceci, 2005). There is less available evidence

for the relationship between non-verbal intelligence (the ability to

analyse information and solve problems using visual or hands-on rea-

soning) and suggestibility, however Costa and Pinho (2010) provide

evidence that 8 and 9-year-olds demonstrated a negative relationship

between non-verbal intelligence and suggestibility.

The BTSS also appears to have construct validity as scores on the

BTSS consistently correlate negatively with cognitive variables that

would be expected to be associated with suggestibility, including

intelligence (Candel et al., 2005; Klemfuss & Olaguez, 2020; Roma

et al., 2011; Singh & Gudjonsson, 1992b). Interestingly, Yield demon-

strates a stronger negative correlation with cognitive variables than

Shift for younger children, suggesting that level of cognitive develop-

ment is associated with a child's likelihood to assent to social pressure

within a forensic interview or cross-examination situation (Roma

et al., 2011). Volpini et al. (2016) concur, stating that older children

compared to younger children are more likely to acquiesce to negative

feedback from an interview and shift their answers as a result. This

indicates that administration of the BTSS should be conducted in con-

junction with other measures of cognitive ability, to consider other

possible influences on suggestibility within the assessment.

It is important to note, however, that some researchers and statisti-

cians have critiqued the notion of a simple linear relationship between

intelligence and suggestibility. Gignac and Powell (2006) for example

demonstrated a linear negative relationship on the yield scale up to an

IQ of 105 (measured by matrix reasoning and vocabulary on the WASI)

in a group of 5 to 13-year-olds. After 105 IQ points, this relationship

ceased to exist indicating that the association between intelligence

(both verbal and non-verbal) and suggestibility is not linear in nature.

This should be considered when applying interrogative suggestibility

measures alongside cognitive measures in forensic settings.

Moreover, there is a lack of research regarding the use of the

BTSS among populations of children with intellectual disabilities. In a

review of the broader suggestibility literature, research has demon-

strated that children with intellectual disabilities are consistently more

suggestible than comparison populations of typically developing chil-

dren, but children with intellectual disabilities are no more suggestible

than children with a matched mental age (Klemfuss & Olaguez, 2020;

Young et al., 2003). Therefore, practitioners should be sensitive to

mental age—not chronological age—in children with learning impair-

ments when using the BTSS by using standardised measures of cogni-

tive development (such as WISC and CPM) and comparing the

outcomes to normative samples of child development.

In sum, the BTSS as a measure generally behaves in the way we

would expect in relation to the development of a ‘typically develop-

ing’ child; the less cognitively developed the child, the more likely

they are to acquiesce to outside influences, taking into account that

this relationship may not always be linear (Gignac & Powell, 2006).

3.6 | Recommendations for practitioners and
future research

Suggestibility is a multi-faceted concept and interrogative suggestibil-

ity, as a construct influenced by individual differences, is just one ele-

ment of a wider picture. It is not currently clear how other

psychosocial factors are associated with suggestibility or BTSS scores.

This has two implications: (1) it makes interpretation of BTSS scores

for an individual child difficult, and (2) we cannot be sure that the cur-

rent literature base is representative of how children may have or will

perform in forensic interviews or court contexts. For example, Scores

on the Yield and Shift scales have previously been shown to positively
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correlate with psychosocial factors such as poor assertiveness, anxiety

(both trait and state), and avoidance in both adult and child popula-

tions (Gudjonsson, 1997). However, a recent review (Klemfuss &

Olaguez, 2020) concluded that temperament, social avoidance and

distress do not predict suggestibility. It is important to recognise that

the current literature has a paucity of data from diverse populations

which may help disentangle some of the individual psychosocial medi-

ators of suggestibility; for example, children with learning difficulties,

differences between genders or other individual factors, such as expe-

rience of trauma, which may be salient to child witness populations

(Kanan & Plog, 2015). Klemfuss and Olaguez (2020), for example, con-

cluded that children who had been subject to traumatic experiences

were, on balance, more likely to yield to suggestible influences.

Children tested using the BTSS are likely to have experienced abuse

and trauma; yet there is not enough research available to understand

the impact of trauma on suggestibility. The deliberate misleading of

subjects inherent in the BTSS instrument is ethically questionable,

particularly when applied to vulnerable witnesses, such as children or

those who have experienced a traumatic episode. It is currently

unclear if BTSS use could lead to further traumatisation, as those in

positions of power (i.e., the interviewer) provide misleading informa-

tion to the vulnerable witness, which may be confusing and make the

witness feel pressured to answer in certain ways. Further research

exploring differences in suggestibility associated with psychosocial

factors is necessary to assist practitioners to interpret and understand

what an individual suggestibility score on the BTSS means for any

individual child. In practice, the importance of developmental and situ-

ational factors discussed in this review, as applied to the application

of the BTSS, emphasises the need for holistic assessment of young

people acting as witnesses and a wider formulation of need from qual-

ified practitioners rather than the singular application of the BTSS.

We recommend that practitioners applying the BTSS should be cau-

tious and include other forms of assessment for both situational and

cognitive factors before drawing overall conclusions about suggestibil-

ity. From a practical standpoint, further research into the relationship

between adverse childhood experiences and subsequent suggestibility

would also serve to strengthen the literature. Practitioners should

therefore be cautious in their reporting of the BTSS to lay profes-

sionals regarding this population.

Moreover, children, by virtue of their cognitive development, are

more likely to be influenced by power differentials held by profes-

sionals within the forensic system than adult populations (Lamb

et al., 2011) and therefore should be treated accordingly during foren-

sic interviews. Significant headway has been made regarding the oper-

ationalisation of forensic interviews through safeguards against

secondary victimisation as a result of the interview process. However,

it is likely that serious situations of high stress with important out-

comes for the individual and others, such as a forensic interview or

cross-examination, are likely to increase susceptibility to suggestion

when there is a clear power differential in the relationship (Vrij &

Bush, 2000). However, Endres et al. (1999) argue that, although pre-

school children are very susceptible to suggestion, there is evidence

that this can be limited through robust interviewing techniques.

Indeed, other research shows that children from a young age are able

to give accurate accounts if their memories are tested appropriately

(e.g., La Rooy et al., 2013; La Rooy et al., 2015; Otgaar et al., 2020).

Therefore, robust interviewing techniques, alongside comprehensive

assessment protocols can mitigate the impact of interrogative sug-

gestibility. Therefore, the focus should be on ensuring robust inter-

viewing techniques, instead of using the BTSS post hoc.

Finally, it is likely that the main audience for the results of the

BTSS will be professionals without psychological training. The misin-

terpretation caused by the lack of a clear definition of suggestibility,

the role of the BTSS (measuring one discrete facet of suggestibility)

and the inability of the scale to give a precise measurement of sug-

gestibility means that stringent application is required. Future

research should focus on bolstering the evidence base for the con-

struct of interrogative suggestibility in child populations but, in par-

ticular, evidence about the internal reliability and predictive validity

of the BTSS.

In sum, this critique has discussed the psychometric properties of

the BTSS and considered its applicability in forensic settings. The

BTSS can be considered a somewhat useful tool for measuring inter-

rogative suggestibility in child witnesses. Yet the bar for what is a

‘suitable’ measure in forensic settings should be high, because of the

implications of misleading assessment. Currently, the literature base is

weak in places (e.g., test–retest validity, concurrent validity for shift

scores and construct related validity). Therefore, if the BTSS measure

is used, it should be applied with caution, interpreted within the wider

context, and not be utilised in isolation.
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