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Abstract 

Previous research in the field of investigative interviews indicated that the minimization 

interview tactic decreases the perceived severity of a possible punishment, while it increases 

the rapport found between the interview parties. Furthermore, maximization interviews were 

found to increase the perceived likelihood and severity of the punishment, as well as decrease 

the level of rapport as viewed by the suspect. The purpose of this study was to gain deeper 

insights into the influence of minimization and maximization on the likelihood and severity 

of punishment as perceived by the suspect, as well as the rapport between the interviewer and 

the suspect. Therefore, 51 participants were asked to play the role of a suspect. To do this, 

they read descriptions of a crime that occurred. Next, they took part in an online mock 

interview with the task to convince the interviewer that they are innocent. There were three 

interview approaches in this study which were all accusatory. First, the control condition, and 

next the manipulation conditions of minimization and maximization. Afterwards, they were 

asked to complete a questionnaire about their perceptions of the risk they were facing and 

their impression of the interviewer in terms of rapport. While there were no significant 

differences between the interview approaches, there were indications that minimization 

increased the perceived likelihood and severity of punishment, and the perceived likelihood 

cooperation during the interview brings benefits, while it decreased the perceived extent of 

benefits through cooperation. Maximization was indicated to increase the perceived 

likelihood of punishment and the perceived extent of benefits, whereas it decreased the 

perceived likelihood cooperation brings benefits. Overall, this study emphasizes the need for 

more research into the influence of minimization and maximization while taking into account 

factors such as the suspect´s sense of guilt or evidence strength.   

Keywords: minimization, maximization, rapport, risk perception, investigative 

interviewing 
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Introduction 

Confessions are one of the most convincing types of evidence to jurors, even more so 

than eyewitness testimony (Wetmore et al., 2013). For this reason, in the US, these 

confessions have to be voluntarily provided by the suspect as they are inadmissible in court 

otherwise (Shouse California Law Group, 2020). In some European countries, confessions 

are not admissible in court if the suspect has been deceived or was promised something by 

law enforcement. In Sweden, promises of leniency and working with information that is 

known to be false in interrogations is forbidden (European e-Justice, n.d.). Promising 

leniency is also not allowed in Austria (Schaffler, 2010), whereas in Germany, law 

enforcement may offer leniency but only if this is also applied. If the police cannot or do not 

follow through with this promise, it is seen as deception and therefore illegal as well as 

inadmissible in court (Bundesministerium für Justiz und für Verbraucherschutz, n.d.). In 

general, explicit offers of leniency are banned because they are coercive, whereas some 

interviewing techniques only imply leniency. Thus, these techniques can be coercive without 

being overtly deceptive.  

When looking at interrogation and police interviews, there are further issues that are 

regularly criticised by researchers in this field. One of those issues is when interviewers show 

coercive behaviour that influences interviewees to confess to a crime they did not commit, 

which is not rare. As of 2020, in 12% of exonerations in the US, the suspects had given a 

false confession (Possley, Roll, & Stephens, 2020). Additionally, even if laws and restrictions 

like those explained above are in place, it is unclear how closely law enforcement will follow 

those rules (Malsch & de Boer, 2019). Many times, these laws are not formulated clearly 

enough which makes it difficult to pinpoint exactly what is not allowed in interrogations or 

interviews. Therefore, there are many possible influences an officer could have on a suspect 

without violating the ground rules of interrogation. In the US, another problem is that law 
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enforcement tactics and strategies do not change, or only change slowly, although research 

clearly shows interview strategies which would be helpful in interrogations (Snook et al., 

2021).  

Interview Tactics and Perceived Risk 

Still, the most popular method used in interviews in North America is the Reid 

Technique, which, among others, includes two problematic strategies called maximization 

and minimization (Cleary & Warner, 2016; Gudjonsson, 2003). In this context, according to 

Kassin and McNall (1991), maximization refers to a strategy used by the interviewer where 

they inflate the seriousness of the crime or make false statements about evidence in order to 

scare the suspect and make them think they are very likely to be getting convicted. By 

making the suspect´s crimes seem more severe, the interviewers imply a high punishment or 

sentencing if they are convicted. As maximization increases the risk of not saying anything 

by increasing the perception that the suspect will be found guilty if they do not speak, the 

suspect should confess to lower the possible sentence or get offered a plea bargain (Kassin & 

McNall, 1991; Legal Information Institute, n.d.). 

 Moreover, maximization affects both the likelihood or probability of receiving 

punishment as perceived by the suspect and their perceived severity of this punishment 

separately. This effect is expected to go in the same direction for both aspects so that 

maximization increases the expected likelihood and severity of punishment. A model that can 

help explain how this process might work in investigative interviews is the decision-making 

model of confessions by Hilgendorf and Irving (1981). Subjective probabilities in this theory 

are seen as only the personal perception of the suspect and not an objective view of the 

probability of certain consequences. Further, the utility gains for the suspect are the positive 

values or benefits they expect to come with the possible consequences. According to this 

model, the decision-making process in an interrogation consists of the suspect trying to 
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balance the subjective probabilities of different perceived consequences with their utility 

gains to the suspect. Accordingly, a suspect in a maximization interrogation would try to 

balance the different options of staying silent, saying something, or confessing to the crime 

with their consequences and what each option would mean for the suspect. This explains why 

a suspect who is told that their situation is serious and that their crime was severe might 

perceive the subjective probability of receiving a sentence as high. Furthermore, they could 

think that if they are found guilty, this sentence will be harsh, indicating a low utility of not 

talking. Hence, the probability of a poor outcome is high while the utility of staying quiet is 

low, which is why it is less likely that the suspect stays quiet under these interview 

conditions.  

Minimization, the second interview tactic that is being investigated, takes place when 

the interviewer acts as though they are understanding and provides moral rationalization for 

the committed crime in order to make the suspect think they are less likely to be severely 

punished and that their crimes were not too serious. This can also contribute to making the 

suspect confess as they might think that they will get a lesser sentence for the committed 

crime, compared to maximization or direct threats. This was found by Russano et al. (2005) 

who showed that minimization and explicit leniency promises increased both the true and the 

false confession rate in their study when compared to using none of those tactics. 

Additionally, Kassin and McNall found in their 1991 research that participants who read an 

interrogation transcript where the suspect had been promised lenient sentencing or was 

subjected to minimization tactics had the lowest score on the length of the expected 

sentencing compared to those who read a transcript where maximization or a threat of 

punishment were used. Some participants even only expected probation. These results 

demonstrate that the perceived severity of punishment is affected in similar ways by both the 

minimization strategy as well as explicit leniency promises. Similar to the maximization 
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condition, the decision-making model of confessions (Hilgendorf & Irving, 1981) can help 

explain why minimization tactics work in investigative interviews, as the suspect in a 

minimization interview is offered rationalizations for their crime and is told that their crime is 

not severe. Therefore, the suspect feels like the subjective probability of a positive outcome is 

high if they speak up. Furthermore, if lenient sentencing is implied, offering information 

would be the action with the largest utility, namely a minor punishment, to the suspect.  

Additionally, Luke and Alceste (2019) found that minimization decreases the 

perceived likelihood of punishment after a confession, even when the interviewer warned the 

suspect that leniency could not be promised. Moreover, Klaver, Lee and Rose (2008) also 

warned about the dangers of using minimization in suspect interviews as it heightened the 

number of false confessions given in their study. This is the case because when the interview 

tactic implies leniency, the suspect has to choose between either hoping to get out of the 

situation without saying anything or giving information through which they expect to receive 

the implied leniency.  

When considering all the above information, a moral question can be asked about the 

ethics of using such coercive interview tactics. Therefore, in this study, I will focus on 

comparing maximization and minimization in suspect interrogations as they can also be seen 

as persuading tactics and may be manipulating the suspect to think that their punishment is 

more likely and more severe because their crime is so grave, or that they may have a lower 

likelihood and severity of punishment because the interviewer is understanding. Additionally, 

in the current study, false confessions are not a risk as it is only necessary to know whether 

people are providing information because the interviewer is misleading them concerning the 

likelihood and severity of the risk they face.  

Rapport 
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While the decision-making model of confessions by Hilgendorf and Irving (1981) 

assumes that people are thinking rationally and weighing up the benefits and disadvantages of 

cooperating, more recent research suggests that the interpersonal relationship can have a large 

influence on the suspect as well. Therefore, building rapport, which is defined as the 

connection or alliance between interviewer and suspect, can help in making the source more 

responsive and cooperative (Abbe & Brandon, 2013; Vallano et al., 2015). Furthermore, 

multiple studies found a positive relationship between rapport and the amount of information 

that is disclosed in an investigative interview (Gabbert et al., 2021). According to Tickle-

Degnen and Rosenthal (1990), rapport consists of three components, with the first one being 

mutual attention, which is used when participants in an interaction are present and focussed 

on the other person. The second component is positivity, which includes mutual respect and 

liking. Mutual respect is especially important in establishing this positivity in investigative 

interviewing as there is an inherent hierarchy present, which impedes mutual liking to some 

extent. Lastly, the third component of coordination is present in an interaction that runs 

smoothly and where the participants are in sync. To build rapport in suspect interviewing, law 

enforcement uses different strategies such as active listening, self-disclosure and establishing 

common ground (Vallano et al., 2015).  

Overall, generating rapport in an investigative interview is important as it can 

encourage the source to speak more freely and can bring the interviewer crucial information 

and evidence (Gabbert et al., 2021). This could be influenced by minimization and 

maximization in different ways. The expected influences of the interrogation approaches on 

rapport can be explained by the findings of Alison et al. (2013) that in investigative 

interviewing, positive, adaptive behaviour on the side of the interviewer correlates to the 

same positive behaviour from the suspect. Contrarily, negative or maladaptive behaviour of 

the interviewer, like in a maximization interview, generates a similar response in the suspect. 
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Thus, minimization will likely foster rapport as it is a tactic that makes use of sympathy and 

moral excuses for suspect behaviour. Minimization might specifically affect rapport by 

facilitating positivity and mutual attention, which is done through agreeable and 

understanding interviewer behaviour. Maximization on the other hand could influence 

rapport negatively as it is a more aggressive tactic that is supposed to scare the suspect or 

imply a higher sentence rather than developing a positive relationship with the suspect. In 

general, this could mean that the suspect does not want to cooperate openly with the 

interviewer because they did not build enough rapport.  

This thesis examines the influence of minimization or maximization on rapport as 

well as on the suspect's perception of the likelihood and severity of punishment in order to 

explore these different facets of suspect interrogation. Therefore, the research questions are 

“What is the influence of maximization and minimization on the perception of likelihood and 

severity of punishment of the suspect?” and “What is the effect of maximization and 

minimization on the rapport between the interviewer and the suspect?”.    

Hypotheses 

1. Maximization increases the perceived likelihood and severity of punishment of the 

suspect when compared to a control condition in which there is no maximization or 

minimization.  

2. Minimization decreases the severity of punishment of the suspect, but should not 

affect the perceived likelihood of punishment when compared to the control 

condition.  

3. Both minimization and maximization increase the overall perceived benefit of 

cooperation, the perceived extent of benefit of cooperation, and the likelihood that 

cooperation brings benefits when compared to the control condition.  
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4. Minimization increases the level of rapport between suspect and interviewer when 

compared to the control condition.  

5. Maximization decreases the level of rapport between suspect and interviewer when 

compared to the control condition. 

 

Methods 

Design 

In the current study, a between-subject design was employed. There was one 

independent variable, interrogation technique, with three conditions, minimization, 

maximization, and the control condition. The dependent variables were rapport and 

perceived risk of punishment, which was split into five different subscales for analysis, 

namely perceived likelihood of punishment, perceived severity of punishment, overall 

perceived benefit of cooperation, perceived likelihood cooperation brings benefit, and 

perceived extent of benefits of cooperation.  

Participants 

In total, 51 participants (female: 41; male: 10) volunteered their time for the study 

after seeing the study posted on the Sona Psychology Test Subject Pool, which is a web 

service that allows students at the University of Twente to publish their studies and to take 

part in other research in exchange for study credits. Additionally, participants were gathered 

by being asked to participate through postings on social media, specifically Instagram and 

WhatsApp. This means that a convenience and voluntary response sample was used. Each of 

the three conditions had 17 participants. Forty-five participants were German and three were 

Dutch, while three participants chose the option “other”. The age ranged from 18 to 61 (Mage 

= 25; SDage = 9.43). All participants have agreed to their data being used anonymously for 

research purposes.  
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Materials 

Crime Scenario 

Participants in this study had to play the role of a suspect in an investigative 

interview, so in order to give all participants the same realistic backstory, a crime scenario 

was written in which the day they committed the crime was described in detail (see Appendix 

A). The chosen crime was the theft of an expensive necklace from a party. The crime was 

simple and its details were easy to recall, which is why enough details could be provided for 

the participant to think of a cover story for the described events. In the scenario, a first-person 

description of how and why the criminal got to the house where they stole the necklace is 

given, alongside information that makes the story more believable, such as how the criminal 

was in a lot of debt and was therefore looking for ways to make quick money. Furthermore, 

multiple details such as where exactly in the house the necklace was and how the possible 

eyewitnesses looked are given in the scenario. This was done so the interviewee does not 

have to think of answers spontaneously when asked for such details in the investigative 

interview. Moreover, those details make the participant´s experience of the interview more 

immersive.  

Interview Script 

For the interview, a script was made for each of the three conditions in order to have 

comparable length and content for each interview (see Appendix B). All three of the 

conditions were guilt presumptive and accusatory to be able to compare the specific elements 

of minimization and maximization against each other clearly. The accusatory aspect was 

ensured by the interviewer mentioning that they know the suspect took the necklace, and the 

suspect should not try to deny it. In the control condition, the interview introduction was held 

neutral and did not contain any statements specific to minimization or maximization. For the 

minimization condition, some statements were changed in the introduction in order to show 
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understanding and give excuses to the suspect as to why they might have stolen the necklace. 

An example of this is when the interviewer said “Everyone would understand that, I mean, 

we would all be tempted.” In contrast, the maximization introduction contained comments 

that were confronting the suspect and were aiming to induce feelings of guilt, like “All of this 

together is enough to put you behind bars.” 

Questionnaires 

Rapport. The questionnaire scales for the measurement of rapport in investigative 

interviews by Duke et al. (2018) were used (see Appendix C). With 21 items, the scale 

measures six different aspects of rapport in their interviewee version, namely attentiveness, 

trust or respect, expertise, cultural similarity, connected flow, and commitment to 

communication. Those aspects are measured on a Likert scale, from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 

(strongly agree). The Cronbach´s alpha for all subscales together was 0.83, which means the 

scale has acceptable internal reliability.  

Risk and benefits perception. The first part of the questionnaire contained questions 

on the suspect´s perceptions of likelihood and severity of punishment to find out how 

different interviewer behaviours influence those perceptions (Appendix D). In other words, 

the questionnaire measured how likely a suspect believed it was that they would be found 

guilty of the crime, and how harsh they expect their punishment to be if they were found 

guilty. As the research is also aimed at finding out how the different tactics influence how 

beneficial suspects think it is to cooperate with the interviewer, the questionnaire contained 

five questions that address if suspects expected benefits, as well as the expected extent of 

benefits of cooperation and the likelihood of cooperation bringing benefits to a suspect. 

Furthermore, five out of the twelve questions were reverse coded as they were negatively 

formulated. As the different subscales only contain between three and five items, the average 

inter-item correlation is used as a measure of internal consistency. For the likelihood of 
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punishment scale, this correlation was calculated at .18, which is within the ideal range from 

.15 to .5 (Average Inter-Item Correlation, 2018). For the severity of punishment scale, it 

reached a value of .16.  

Procedure 

After signing up on Sona Systems or being recruited privately by the researchers, 

participants could choose a date for taking part in the study. Via email, they received the link 

to the online meeting, the crime scenario, and a pdf of the participant information sheet and 

consent form in order to become familiar with what would be expected of them in the study. 

Further, the participants were instructed in the email to try to get away with the crime they 

read about in the crime scenario so they would not just refuse to answer in the interview. 

Moreover, they were told that they should prepare a believable cover story and that they 

should not act as another person but stay themselves in how they answered the questions. 

Next, they were asked to take part in the interview over Google Meet where the researchers 

split into two roles. One researcher was the interviewer, and the other was the researcher who 

welcomed the participants. Participants were not interviewed by an interviewer they knew 

personally. After starting the video recording, the researcher asked the participants if they 

agree to the consent form and whether they had read the crime scenario. During this part, the 

interviewer had their camera and microphone turned off because one of the variables to 

measure was rapport, which could be influenced by the impressions of the interviewer if they 

were present while the researcher did the introduction. When the participant agreed to both 

questions and had understood everything, the researcher muted themselves and turned their 

camera off. Then, the interviewer unmuted themselves and turned on their camera, and 

started with the introduction to the interview. The interviewer used one of the three interview 

scripts which had all the same questions, as explained in the materials. Participants were 

allocated sequentially. In the control condition, the introduction and questions were delivered 
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in a neutral but interested tone. When using the maximization script, the tone was serious. 

During the minimization condition, the overall conversation was held in a nice and 

sympathetic tone of voice. The tone of voice was changed in the two conditions in order to 

reinforce the manipulation as it would not be believable if the interviewer stayed neutral 

while using minimization or maximization, which include showing emotions such as 

understanding or disapproval, respectively. 

After the interview, the researcher took back over and the interviewer turned off their 

camera and microphone. Participants were then instructed to go to the Qualtrics tab and fill in 

the questionnaire while the researcher muted themselves and stayed in the call to be available 

for questions. Subsequently, participants were presented with demographic questions 

considering their gender, age, and nationality. Next, they completed the post-interview 

questionnaire. The purpose of these questions was to find participants´ level of rapport and 

risk perception following the interview. They had to select all fitting answers before reaching 

the debriefing on the final page, after which the researcher asked if there were any other 

questions.  

Data Analysis 

The responses to the questionnaire were recorded in the Qualtrics software and then 

exported to IBM SPSS Statistics 24 for analysis. Five of the questions needed to be reverse 

coded (see Appendix D). In order to test the hypotheses, a Kruskal-Wallis H test was run to 

determine whether there is a difference between the three conditions of the interview. The 

effect size, measured in Epsilon squared (Ε2), was calculated for each comparison. This was 

followed by two Mann-Whitney U tests to see the specific differences between the control 

condition and either of the manipulations. Next, a Bonferroni correction was applied to the 

results of the Mann-Whitney U tests in order to correct the p-values for a type I error. 
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Results 

First, as shown in table 1, the mean scores for the dependent variables were 

calculated. A visualization of the means per condition can be found in Appendix E. 

Furthermore, it was established through a Shapiro-Wilk test of normality that two variables 

showed a significant departure from normality, namely the mean overall perceived benefit of 

cooperation, W(51) = 0.76, p < 0.001 and the mean perceived likelihood cooperation brings 

benefits, W(51) = 0.95, p = .021. Both variables are positively skewed, with respective 

skewness values of 1.26 and 0.43.  

 

Table 1 

Descriptive Statistics of all Variables 

Variable M SD 

Likelihood of Punishment 3.52 0.81 

Severity of Punishment 3.67 0.68 

Overall Perceived Benefit of Cooperation 1.88 1.07 

Perceived Likelihood Cooperation Brings Benefits 2.56 0.78 

Perceived Extent of Benefits 2.52 0.75 

Rapport 3.56 0.51 

 

Lastly, the Pearson correlation was calculated for the dependent variables where one 

significant correlation was found between the mean perceived severity of punishment and the 

mean perceived likelihood cooperation brings benefits. This correlation shows that in the 

current sample, the higher the perceived punishment, the higher the likelihood of benefits of 

cooperation. All correlations and respective p-values can be found in table 2. 
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Table 2 

Pearson Correlation Matrix of the Dependent Variables 

 

 

Mean 

Perceived 

Likelihood 

of 

Punishmen

t 

Mean 

Perceived 

Severity of 

Punishmen

t 

Mean 

Overall 

Perceived 

Benefit of 

Cooperatio

n 

Mean 

Perceived 

Likelihood 

Cooperatio

n brings 

Benefit 

Mean 

Perceived 

Extent of 

Benefit of 

Cooperatio

n 

Mean 

Rapport 

Mean Perceived Likelihood of 

Punishment 

r 1      

p       

Mean Perceived Severity of 

Punishment 

r .016 1     

p .909      

Mean Overall Perceived Benefit 

of Cooperation 

r -.012 .055 1    

p .932 .700     

Mean Perceived Likelihood 

Cooperation brings Benefit 

r -.082 .285* -.056 1   

p .567 .043 .694    

Mean Perceived Extent of Benefit 

of Cooperation 

r -.166 .163 -.121 .245 1  

p .245 .253 .398 .084   

Mean Rapport r .139 -.193 .178 -.132 -.256 1 

p .331 .175 .212 .356 .069  

*. Correlation is significant at the .05 level (2-tailed) 

 

  

Hypothesis testing 

Influence of Interview Approach on Risk Perception  

To begin with, the first and second hypotheses about the influence of minimization 

and maximization on the perceived likelihood and severity of punishment when compared to 

the control condition were tested. This was done by running Kruskal-Wallis H tests with the 
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mean perceived likelihood of punishment and mean perceived severity of punishment as the 

dependent variables. The interrogation approach was the independent variable.  

Perceived Likelihood of Punishment. There was no statistically significant 

difference found between the approaches for the perceived likelihood of punishment, H(2) = 

3.02, p = .221, Ε2 = .06. Thus, there was no association found between the interview 

approach and the perceived likelihood of punishment. Further, the mean score of perceived 

likelihood of punishment was 3.31 in the control condition (SD= 0.59), whereas it was 3.63 in 

both the maximization and minimization conditions (SD= 0.95; SD= 0.83). Hence, both 

manipulation conditions scored higher than the control condition.  

Perceived Severity of Punishment. There was also no statistically significant effect 

found between the interview approaches for the perceived severity of punishment, H(2) = 

1.61, p = .448, Ε2 = .03. This means that the individual differences in the perceived severity 

of punishment cannot be attributed to the different interview approaches. For the perceived 

severity of punishment, the mean scores were lowest at 3.47 in the control condition (SD= 

0.65), 3.66 in the maximization condition (SD= 0.78), and highest at 3.70 for minimization 

(SD= 0.58).  

Influence of Interview Approach on Benefits Perception 

For the third hypothesis that both minimization and maximization increase the 

perceived benefit of cooperation when compared to the control condition, a Kruskal-Wallis H 

test was run with the mean overall perceived benefit of cooperation, mean perceived 

likelihood cooperation brings benefit and mean perceived extent of benefit of cooperation as 

the dependent variables, and the interrogation approach as the independent variable.  

Overall Perceived Benefit of Cooperation. There was no statistically significant 

effect found between the approaches for the overall perceived benefit of cooperation H(2) = 

4.29, p = .117, Ε2 = .09, therefore, showing no association between the interview approaches 



17 

 

and the overall perceived benefit of cooperation. The mean scores for this variable were 2.24 

for the control condition (SD= 1.14), 1.58 for maximization (SD= 1.06), and 1.82 for 

minimization (SD= 0.95). Here, the control condition had a higher mean than both 

manipulations.  

Perceived Likelihood that Cooperation brings Benefits. There was also no 

statistically significant difference found between the approaches for the perceived likelihood 

cooperation brings benefit H(2) = 0.39, p = .825, Ε2 = .01. Hence, the variation in perceived 

likelihood cooperation brings benefits could not be ascribed to the interview approaches. For 

this variable, the means were 2.56 for the control condition (SD= 0.86), 2.47 for 

maximization as the lowest mean (SD= 0.67), and 2.65, the highest mean, for minimization 

(SD= 0.82).  

Perceived Extent of Benefit of Cooperation. Moreover, the perceived extent of 

benefit of cooperation showed no statistically significant differences per interview approach, 

H(2) = 1.57, p = .455, Ε2 = .03. Thus, there was also no association found between the 

interview approaches and the perceived extent of benefit of cooperation. The mean for this 

variable was 2.53 for the control condition (SD= 0.87), 2.68, the highest mean, for 

maximization (SD= 0.73), and at the lowest, 2.35 for minimization (SD= 0.65). 

Influence of Interview Approach on Rapport 

The fourth and fifth hypotheses that minimization increases and maximization 

decreases the level of rapport as compared to the control condition were also tested by a 

Kruskal-Wallis H test with the mean level of rapport as the dependent variable and the 

interrogation approach as the independent variable. There were no statistically significant 

effects found between the approaches regarding the level of rapport H(2) = 3.02, p = .221, Ε2 

= .06, which shows that the differences in rapport could not be attributed to the interview 
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approaches. The mean rapport scores were 3.67 in the control condition (SD= 0.42), 3.41 in 

the maximization condition (SD= 0.48), 3.61 for minimization (SD= 0.59). 

Exploratory Analyses 

Next, the Mann-Whitney U tests were used to inspect the differences between the 

control condition and each of the interview approaches respectively. A Bonferroni correction 

was applied to correct the alpha for Type I errors to an adjusted alpha of .008. There were no 

statistically significant differences found, Us > 91.00, ps > .008. This can be seen in Table 3, 

where the results of the Mann-Whitney U tests are displayed.  

 

Table 3 

Results of separate Mann-Whitney U tests between the control condition and the 

manipulation conditions for all dependent variables 

Test statistics 

Mean 

Likelihood of 

Punishment 

Mean Severity 

of Punishment 

Mean Overall 

Perceived 

Benefit of 

Cooperation 

Mean 

Perceived 

Likelihood 

Cooperation 

Brings Benefits 

Mean 

Perceived 

Extent of 

Benefits Mean Rapport 

Control 

Condition - 

Maximization       

U 94.00 108.50 91.00 138.50 136.50 95.00 

p .077 .210 .047 .832 .779 .088 

Control 

Condition - 

Minimization 

      

U 111.00 121.50 115.50 133.50 122.00 140.50 

p .243 .421 .283 .700 .430 .890 
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As there was a significant correlation found in the general correlation matrix, but no 

differences were found in the Kruskal-Wallis H tests, the correlation analyses were done in a 

split dataset with the three conditions separately in order to find out in which of the interview 

approaches this correlation was strongest. For the control condition, one statistically 

significant correlation was found between the perceived extent of benefits and the perceived 

likelihood cooperation brings benefits, r(49) = .566, p = .020. In the minimization condition, 

three correlations were found to be significant. The first was between the perceived 

likelihood and the perceived severity of punishment, r(49) = .626, p = .007. Next, the 

perceived severity of punishment and the perceived likelihood cooperation brings benefits 

correlated at r(49) = .557, p = .020. Lastly, the perceived likelihood cooperation brings 

benefits and rapport were correlated negatively at r(49) = -.525, p = .031. In the 

maximization approach, only the perceived likelihood of punishment and the perceived extent 

of benefits of cooperating were correlated, r(49) = -.608, p = .010. 

 

Discussion 

In this research, I investigated the influence of maximization and minimization on the 

perceived likelihood and severity of punishment, the perceived benefits of cooperation and 

the rapport between the suspect and the interviewer. There were no statistically significant 

differences found between the interview approaches for any dependent variables, however, 

there were significant correlations found in all of the conditions. Apart from the overall 

benefits of cooperation, all dependent variables correlated with other variables in at least one 

interview condition. 

Effects of the Interview Approach on the Perceived Likelihood and Severity of 

Punishment 
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Previous research by Kassin and McNall (1991) showed that maximization increases 

the perceived likelihood and severity of punishment by emphasizing the severity of 

consequences, the amount of evidence against the suspect, and the severity of the crime. The 

hypothesis that the perceived likelihood and severity of punishment will be increased is also 

reinforced by the decision-making model by Hilgendorf and Irving (1981), which implies that 

the suspect in a maximization condition would have to balance the value of speaking up with 

the probability of receiving a sentence. This prediction could not be verified in the current 

study. There was no statistically significant effect found between the interview approaches, 

but there was a negative correlation found between the perceived likelihood of punishment 

and the perceived extent of benefits of cooperation in maximization interviews. This means, 

for participants in a maximization interrogation a higher likelihood of punishment is 

associated with fewer benefits of cooperating. It is possible that participants did not think 

cooperating in a maximization interview will bring them any advantages, and therefore, they 

might have been motivated to become resistant. Similar discoveries were made by Alison et 

al. (2013), who found that even small maladaptive behaviour on the side of the interviewer 

increased the resistance of suspects significantly. Hence, the current results offer a possible 

reason for this resistance, which is that the suspects perceive no benefits from cooperating 

when in a maximization or another confrontational interview.  

In addition, there was a pattern in the means of both the likelihood and the severity of 

punishment as perceived by the suspect, indicating that maximization was higher than the 

control condition in both the likelihood and the severity of punishment. This indicates that the 

aggressive approach of maximization increases the overall risk, in terms of likelihood and 

severity of punishment, as perceived by the suspects. This pattern was based on the 

manipulations but was not statistically significant. Furthermore, the effect sizes had very low 

values, so a possible effect would have been small.  
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The second hypothesis was that minimization decreases the perceived severity of 

punishment. This was expected because research by Kassin and McNall (1991) showed that 

participants expected the punishment of a suspect to be lowest in a minimization setup, 

compared to explicit threats or maximization, after reading transcripts of investigative 

interviews. There were also no significant effects found for this, which is why this hypothesis 

was rejected. Moreover, there was a positive correlation found between the perceived 

likelihood and severity of punishment in the minimization approach. This means that the 

more likely participants perceived a punishment, the harsher they expected it to be. As this 

was not found for maximization, possibly this interview approach does not offer a mechanism 

by which both the likelihood and severity of punishment are influenced in the same direction. 

Furthermore, a second positive correlation was found between the perceived severity of 

punishment and the likelihood cooperation brings benefits. This indicates that when 

participants in a minimization interview expected a harsh punishment, they also saw a greater 

likelihood that cooperating would be beneficial for them. Further, this implies that a harsh 

impending punishment could be a motivation to cooperate with the interviewer in order to 

heighten the probability of receiving benefits. As this was not found for maximization, this 

motivation may be dependent on interpersonal factors like rapport or trust. As found by 

Collins and Carthy (2019), building rapport can help in gaining relevant information for the 

investigation. Therefore, in order to offer information, the suspect needs to be motivated to 

cooperate, which is hard to achieve in a maximization interview, a situation in which building 

rapport is difficult because of its confrontational nature.  

When looking closer at the means, minimization actually slightly increased the 

perceived severity of punishment compared to the control condition, although again, this 

difference was not statistically significant. This is surprising because it was hypothesized any 

differences would be in the opposite direction as Kassin and McNall (1991) found that for 
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minimization interviews, the expected punishment was lower than in a maximization 

interview. Moreover, it was expected that the perceived severity of punishment in the current 

study would be lower than in the control condition because the interviewer is understanding 

and the suspect would expect a high probability of a positive outcome because of the implied 

leniency of the minimization approach (Hilgendorf & Irving, 1981; Luke & Alceste, 2019). A 

possible reason for this surprising, but not statistically significant result could be that it is not 

feasible to threaten participants with a real danger or risk of losing something to put them at a 

realistic risk as this would not be ethically acceptable. Furthermore, as this study used mock 

interviews, it might be the case that participants did not take it seriously enough to act as if 

they were a real suspect. Another reason for this finding could be differences in study design 

to previous studies. As an example, in the current study, participants took part in the mock 

interview themselves, as opposed to participants reading an interview transcript in Luke´s and 

Alceste´s study (2019). Possibly, those differences could influence the measurement of risk 

perception as in Luke´s and Alceste´s study, there was actual jeopardy for the suspect in the 

transcripts. Hence, their participants inferred the risk for suspects from what both suspect and 

interviewer said during the interrogation. In the current study, there was only the hypothetical 

risk of punishment in a low stakes scenario while participants experienced the interrogation 

themselves, therefore only being able to judge the risk by what the interviewer was telling 

them. Thus, this would mean for this study that the measures of the likelihood and severity of 

punishment, as well as the different benefit measures, could be influenced by the fact that the 

dangers for participants were only hypothetical. Therefore, it is recommended for future 

studies to take into account some possibilities of inducing more realistic risk instead of only 

the imagined risk of being found guilty.  

Additionally, it is possible that the crime of stealing a necklace from a rich couple was 

not severe enough to make the participants worried about punishment. It is possible that the 
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participants did not feel guilty enough to be afraid of a possible punishment. Thus, it would 

be a possibility for future studies to incorporate measures of guilt to inspect this potential 

connection. Further, future studies could try using more severe crimes than the theft of 

something valuable from a wealthy person. Especially in the minimization interrogations, the 

results could have come out this way because of a denial of injury. This is a technique that 

offenders use in order to neutralize the impact of harm they caused (Maruna & Copes, 2005). 

In the current case, because the owners of the necklace were rich and left the necklace 

unsecured, the offenders could believe that no real harm has been done to the victims. As 

stated during the minimization interviews, the loss of the necklace would not have a big 

financial impact on the Smith family. This denial of injury could have weakened the moral 

threat to participants in all conditions, regardless if they were told so by the interviewer or 

not.  

Effects of the Interview Approach on the Perceived Benefit of Cooperation 

The third hypothesis proposes that the manipulation conditions increase the overall 

perceived benefit of cooperation, the perceived extent of benefit through cooperation and the 

perceived likelihood that cooperation brings benefits. This could also not be verified because 

there was no statistically significant effect found between the interrogation approaches for the 

three variables. Considering the means of those variables, the indications were also 

unexpected because, for the overall perceived benefit of cooperation and the perceived extent 

of benefit of cooperation, the mean of the control condition was highest. For the perceived 

likelihood cooperation brings benefit, minimization had the highest mean score and 

maximization was the lowest. This is contrary to the hypothesis as it was expected that both 

manipulations would have a higher mean than the control condition because the suspect in the 

maximization condition is told that they are in a serious situation after committing a grave 

crime. The suspect then would perceive a high subjective probability of receiving a sentence 
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and the utility of staying quiet would be low, as explained above by the decision-making 

model of confessions (Hilgendorf & Irving, 1981). Hence, the current findings suggest that a 

harsh accusatory approach, like maximization, reduces the perception of the suspect that there 

is a point in cooperating. Generally, an increased benefit of talking was partly anticipated due 

to an increase in the perceived risk of not cooperating. Thus, if there is not a statistically 

significant increase in risk, it is consistent that there is no increase in the perceived benefit 

either.  

In the minimization condition, through the friendliness and moral excuses given by 

the interviewer, the suspects were expected to feel like there is a high subjective probability 

of a positive outcome and the utility of speaking up would be large as well. This was 

seemingly not the case with the participants in the current sample as none of the variables had 

the control condition as the least beneficial condition. Further, a significant negative 

correlation between rapport and the perceived likelihood cooperation brings benefits was 

found in the minimization condition. This indicates that participants associated a lower level 

of rapport with a higher likelihood of gaining benefits through cooperation, which is contrary 

to expectations. It was anticipated that a higher level of rapport, meaning a more positive 

relation between the suspect and the interviewer, would be linked with a more positive 

expected outcome, namely a lower likelihood of punishment. The current results suggest that 

there are possibly other factors, apart from the friendliness or a good rapport in minimization 

that influence the likelihood cooperation brings benefits as perceived by the suspect.  

Lastly, there was a correlation found in the control condition between the perceived 

likelihood cooperation brings benefits and the perceived extent of benefits. Thus, those that 

anticipated a high probability of gaining benefits through cooperation also expected those 

benefits to be larger than those who expected a low likelihood of benefits by cooperation.  
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Overall, the current study did not find any clear mechanism by which an increase in 

risk brings an increase in the perceived benefits of cooperation. Instead, there are no 

indications that the perceived risk and benefits of cooperation are related strongly. 

Accordingly, it would be incorrect to assume that increasing the possible risk a suspect is 

facing, in terms of the likelihood and severity of punishment, is always a good way to gain 

information from suspects.  

Effects of the Interview Approach on Rapport 

The fourth and fifth hypotheses, namely that minimization increases and 

maximization decreases the level of rapport, were also rejected because no statistically 

significant difference was found between the levels of rapport. The means of rapport also 

show that the control condition had the highest mean, whereas maximization had the lowest 

mean. According to this indication, the fourth hypothesis of minimization increasing the level 

of rapport is not correct, whereas the fifth hypothesis that maximization decreases the level of 

rapport might be accurate, however, these indications were not statistically significant. It was 

not anticipated that the mean of the control condition would be highest because it was 

hypothesized that the level of rapport is highest in the minimization condition and lowest in 

the maximization conditions. As explained above, the minimization interview is held in a 

friendly way and was expected to increase rapport because Alison et al. (2013) found that 

adaptive behaviour on the side of the interviewer is positively associated with adaptive 

suspect behaviour. Furthermore, maladaptive interviewer behaviour was found to yield 

maladaptive behaviour in the suspect as well, explaining why maximization was the 

condition with the lowest mean level of rapport in this study.  

This effect was possibly found because all of the interviews were accusatory, which is 

an interview approach in which it is generally hard to build rapport. In this study, some of the 

main interviewer behaviours for generating rapport were missing, such as self-disclosure and 
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common ground, which lead to mutual liking, and consequently to rapport (Stokoe, 2009; 

Swaab et al., 2007; Tickle-Degnen & Rosenthal, 1990). Another reason why the levels of 

rapport were distributed unexpectedly could be that due to the Covid-19 pandemic, the 

meetings could not be held in person. Therefore, they were held in an online environment 

which could be an influence on the capabilities of the interviewer and the suspect to form a 

connection. As described by Abbe and Brandon (2014), multiple non-verbal cues are 

important in building rapport, e.g., orienting the own body towards the suspect or leaning in 

closer to them to show attention. This is impossible to do over the Google Meet where the 

interviews were held in the current study, and could therefore have a negative influence on 

the level of rapport. Hence, future studies could benefit from holding the interviews in person 

in order to be able to show the non-verbal cues for generating rapport as well. 

Limitations and Future Recommendations 

In this study, with only 17 participants per condition, it is clear that the sample size 

was too small. This small sample size occurred because there was a limited time frame to 

carry out research that was also an effort for the participants. Further, it is known that a larger 

sample size increases the reliability and validity of the results. Hence, future studies should 

aim at having more participants take part in the interviews for the possibility of verifying the 

small indications that were found in the current sample.  

Another possible reason for the non-significant findings could be that the questions 

were the same in every condition. This was chosen to do because using different questions for 

the different approaches could result in confounding factors. If effects would have been found 

using different interview questions, it would not have been clear if they can be attributed to 

the difference in the questions or to the different interview approaches. However, using the 

same questions in every approach could also be a possible reason for the statistically non-

significant results as the interviews were only changed in the introductions. Accordingly, 



27 

 

future research should investigate minimization and maximization with interview approaches 

that are not as similar, in order to find out if there could be significant differences for the risk 

and benefit appraisal as well as for rapport. 

Lastly, future research should find clearer explanations for the influences of 

maximization and minimization on rapport, the perceived likelihood and severity of 

punishment as well as the perceived benefits of cooperation. As found by Moston et al. 

(1992) with an increase in evidence strength, the number of admissions also rose. These 

findings were replicated by multiple researchers (Gudjonsson & Petursson, 1991; Kebbell et 

al., 2006). In those studies, there are seldom mechanisms mentioned that could lead to this 

increase in confessions. Therefore, future research could investigate the influence of evidence 

strength on the risk perception of the suspect and possibly the rapport between interviewer 

and suspect. This could further lead to finding a mechanism of risk perception or rapport 

explaining the relationship between the perceived strength of evidence and the rising number 

of confessions.  

Conclusion 

This research aimed to identify the influences of minimization and maximization on 

the perceived likelihood and severity of punishment, the expected benefits of cooperating and 

the rapport between the interviewer and the suspect. The study showed that, in a 

minimization interview, an imminent threat that is harsh can be a motivator for the suspect to 

cooperate with the interviewer. Moreover, there are possibly other factors influencing the 

perceived benefits of cooperating than the positivity and friendliness in a minimization 

interview. Further, contrary to minimization, a threatening accusatory approach like 

maximization was found to reduce the suspect´s perception that there is a purpose to 

cooperation. Additionally, this was interpreted as a potential reason for suspects to resist 

cooperation in a maximization interview. Overall, the indications in the means could offer 
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further insights into the effects of minimization and maximization in suspect interviews if 

they can be verified. In general, the effect sizes of the differences found in the means are very 

small, which is why it is recommended to do similar studies with a larger sample size and the 

above-mentioned possible improvements, which could lead to significant observations in the 

field of interrogation. 
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Appendix A 

Crime Scenario  

Thank you for taking part in this study. Below is a short story about a theft at the house of a 

building contractor. Please read the whole story in detail and try to put yourself in the place 

of the person described here. You will take the role of this person and be asked questions 

about the content of this story in the interview. 

Your best friend Max called you on the morning of the 15th of April. Max invited you to a 

party hosted by a successful building contractor that he knew well. The contractor’s name is 

Mr Smith. You were not in the best mood because your own IT company is not doing very 

well and now you are in a lot of debt and struggling to pay back your loans. For the sake of 

your best friend, you said you would go to the party anyway. 

You put on your best clothes and, in the evening, you drove to Mr Smith's mansion with your 

best friend. The mansion was situated on a large property with a huge garden. An employee 

took your invitations at the door and let you inside the mansion. 

Mr Smith and his wife greeted you personally at the entrance to the villa. While you were 

talking to them, you could not stop looking at the shiny diamond necklace worn by Mrs 

Smith. It must be very valuable, you were sure that it might even cost so much that you could 

pay your debt with it. 

The party itself was happening in the garden pavilion, where all the other visitors flaunted 

their wealth. As the evening progressed, you had a couple of superficial conversations with 

strangers but none of them were meaningful or memorable. 

 

At 11 p.m., you wanted to go home but you could not find your friend anymore. While 

looking for him you went back to the entrance of the villa. Here, two men and one woman 

were having a conversation, but none of them paid you any attention. You went into the next 

room which seemed to be a private living room with a TV and a fireplace. Just as you wanted 

to turn around to leave the room, you saw a diamond necklace on the side table next to the 

door. The same one you were marvelling over at the beginning of the party. 

You picked up the necklace and looked at it closer. Suddenly, the door behind you was 

opened and you let the necklace slip into your jacket/gown. Your best friend stood in the 

doorway; he had been looking for you as well. Together, you went through the entrance and 

out into the garden. The two men that had been standing there were observing you carefully. 
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One of them was tall and had black hair and the other one was a little shorter and bald. Both 

were wearing black suits and were still talking to a woman in a dark red gown. Then you 

were back in the pavilion and said goodbye to the host. Shortly after, you and your friend left 

the property while the necklace was still in your jacket/gown. 

 

Two days later, the police knock on your door and arrest you on suspicion of theft. They take 

you to the police station and put you into a small room with a table and three chairs. Now, 

you are waiting for them to start interviewing you. 

 

You decide that you will not confess to the crime. Your task is to prepare for the interview. 

You will need to be able to provide plausible answers to the interviewer's questions. Just 

staying silent or saying no comment will not work. Try to come up with a cover story that 

will explain any evidence the police may have against you so you are able to answer 

questions they might ask. 
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Appendix B 

Interview Script (Introductions and Questions) 

Control condition: 

Hello (name of the participant),  

My name is (name of the interviewer). In this interview, I will ask you several questions. All 

these questions refer to a theft that we are sure you committed on the 15th of April, in the 

house of the building contractor Mr Smith. We know that you took the necklace so there is no 

use denying it. 

I want you to answer my questions in as much as detail you can, additionally, I would 

recommend you to stick to the truth. If you think you have already answered one of my 

questions please answer anyway. We want to make sure that we really get all the information 

we need from you. Is everything clear right now? 

 

Minimization:  

Hello (name of the participant),  

My name is (name of the interviewer). In this interview, I will ask you several questions 

referring to a theft that we are sure you committed on the 15th of April, in the house of the 

building contractor Mr Smith. We know that you took the necklace so there is no use denying 

it. 

We also know that you have a lot of debt and the necklace could be enough to pay your debt. 

Everyone would understand that, I mean, we would all be tempted. Especially because Mrs 

Smith just left such a valuable necklace lying around. No one is angry with you because of 

this. It’s not like the Smith’s aren’t so rich the loss of the necklace would matter to them 

financially. 

I want you to answer my questions in as much as detail you can, additionally, I would 

recommend you to stick to the truth. If you think you have already answered one of my 

questions please answer anyway. We want to make sure that we really get all the information 

we need from you. Is everything clear right now? 

 

Maximization: 

Hello (name of the participant),  
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My name is (name of the interviewer). In this interview, I will ask you several questions 

referring to a theft that we are sure you committed on the 15th of April. We know that you 

took the necklace so there is no use denying it. 

I hope you understand how serious this situation is for you. You have abused the trust of the 

host, disregarded the privacy of the victim and stolen something that means a lot to her. She 

is really upset by what you have done. Right now you are looking at a very severe 

punishment. So I need you to do the right thing and cooperate with me now. 

I want you to answer my questions in as much as detail you can, additionally, I would 

recommend you to stick to the truth. If you think you have already answered one of my 

questions please answer anyway. We want to make sure that we really get all the information 

we need from you. Is everything clear right now? 

 

 

1. Tell me everything that happened on the night of April 15th from your perspective. 

2. Tell me how you know the Smiths and why you were at their party. 

3. The Smiths tell us you were staring at Ms Smith’s necklace at the start of the evening. 

Can you explain why that was? 

4. Several of the guests say you barely interacted with anyone. Can you explain why you 

were at this party if you had no interest in talking to people? 

5. Ms Smith says she was sure she left her necklace in her living room. We have 

witnesses saying they saw you walk into the living room alone. Can you explain why 

you entered this private room?  

6. Tell me everything you did in the private living room, step by step. 

7. Is there anything else you would like to add for your defence? 
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Appendix C 

Rapport questionnaire 

1. I think the interviewer is generally honest with me.  

2. The interviewer did her job with skill during the interview.  

3. The interviewer respects my knowledge.  

4. The interviewer and I have our culture in common.  

5. The interviewer performed expertly during the interview.  

6. I think that the interviewer can generally be trusted to keep her word.  

7. The interviewer and I probably share the same ethnicity.  

8. The interviewer really listened to what I had to say.  

9. I was motivated to perform well during the interview.  

10. I feel I can trust the interviewer to keep her word to me.  

11. The interviewer made an effort to do a good job.  

12. The interviewer acted like a professional.  

13. The interviewer paid careful attention to my opinion.  

14. The interviewer and I got along well during the interview.  

15. The interviewer and I worked well together as a team.  

16. The interviewer probably shares my culture.  

17. I wanted to do a good job during the interview.  

18. The interviewer was attentive to me.  

19. Communication went smoothly between the interviewer and me.  

20. The interviewer was interested in my point of view.  

21. I felt committed to accomplishing the goals of the interview.  
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Appendix D 

Risk questionnaire 

Perceived likelihood of punishment 

1. I think it is likely that I would be found guilty of stealing the necklace if the case went 

to court.  

2. I think it is likely the interviewer will continue to investigate me for the theft of the 

necklace.  

3. I do not think the interviewer really thinks I stole the necklace. (recoded in SPSS) 

 

Perceived severity of punishment 

4. I think that I would face a harsh punishment if I were found guilty of stealing the 

necklace. 

5. I do not think my punishment is likely to be very severe if I were found guilty of 

stealing the necklace. 

6. I think it would make things very difficult for me if the interviewer thinks I am guilty 

 

Overall perceived benefit of cooperation 

7. I think that cooperating with the interviewer is beneficial for me. (recoded in SPSS) 

 

Perceived likelihood cooperation brings benefit 

8. Appearing cooperative during the interview makes it less likely that I get caught. 

(recoded in SPSS) 

9. I think that giving the interviewer information makes it more likely I would be found 

guilty of the theft. 

 

Perceived extent of benefit of cooperation 

10. Providing more information to the interviewer makes it less likely I would receive a 

harsh punishment. (recoded in SPSS) 

11. I think that appearing to be cooperative in an investigative interview would reduce 

how severe my punishment is if I am found guilty. (recoded in SPSS) 
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Appendix E 

Bar Chart of the Mean Distributions per Condition 

 
 


