Paidéia

ISSN: 0103-863X
T paideia@usp.br
Universidade de Sao Paulo

Brasil

Gava, Lara Lages; Dell’Aglio, Débora Dalbosco
Techniques Used in Forensic Psychological Examinations in Cases of Child and Adolescent Sexual
Abuse
Paidéia, vol. 23, nium. 56, septiembre-diciembre, 2013, pp. 359-367
Universidade de S&o Paulo
Ribeirdo Preto, Brasil

Available in: http://www.redalyc.org/articulo.0a?id=305429994010

How to cite - ((})\ _ /!

Complete issue o .
P Scientific Information System

More information about this article Network of Scientific Journals from Latin America, the Caribbean, Spain and Portugal
Journal's homepage in redalyc.org Non-profit academic project, developed under the open access initiative


http://www.redalyc.org/revista.oa?id=3054
http://www.redalyc.org/articulo.oa?id=305429994010
http://www.redalyc.org/comocitar.oa?id=305429994010
http://www.redalyc.org/fasciculo.oa?id=3054&numero=29994
http://www.redalyc.org/articulo.oa?id=305429994010
http://www.redalyc.org/revista.oa?id=3054
http://www.redalyc.org

Paidéia
sep-dec. 2013, Vol. 23, No. 56, 359-367. doi:10.1590/1982-43272356201310

Article

The World Health Organization defines child sexual

Techniques Used in Forensic Psychological Examinations in Cases of Child and
Adolescent Sexual Abuse'

Lara Lages Gava?
Débora Dalbosco Dell’ Aglio
Universidade Federal do Rio Grande do Sul, Porto Alegre-RS, Brazil

Abstract: Currently, there is no standardized protocol for the evaluation of situations of sexual abuse. Thus, this study
investigated the techniques used by psychologists in forensic examinations in cases of suspected child and adolescent sexual
abuse in the context of the criminal investigation. Semi-structured interviews, which were qualitatively analyzed using the
WebQDA software, were applied with twelve psychologists who work as expert witnesses in the Medical-Legal Institute
of six Brazilian capitals. The results showed a diversity of actions taken in the forensic examination practice, as well as
consensus and controversy regarding the use of psychological testing and the credibility assessment of the report. Flexibility
in conducting the forensic examinations by the teams was also observed, with the techniques used adapted according to the
needs. The importance of the diversity of techniques was highlighted, as these aim to assist the expert witness to come to
reliable conclusions, as well as maintain the rigor and technical quality of the evaluation.
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Técnicas Utilizadas nas Pericias Psicologicas em Casos de Abuso Sexual
Infanto-Juvenil

Resumo: Atualmente, ndo ha um protocolo padronizado para avaliagdo de situagdes de abuso sexual. Neste sentido, este
estudo investigou as técnicas utilizadas por psic6logos na pratica pericial em casos de suspeita de abuso sexual infanto-juvenil
no contexto da investiga¢do criminal. Doze psicologos que atuam como peritos nos Institutos Médico-Legais de seis capitais
brasileiras foram entrevistados com entrevistas semi-estruturadas, que foram analisadas qualitativamente com o auxilio do
software WebQDA. Os resultados apresentaram uma diversidade de agdes empreendidas na pratica pericial, assim como a
presenga de consensos e controvérsias em relagdo ao uso de testes psicologicos e da avaliagdo da credibilidade do relato.
Também foi observada flexibilidade por parte das equipes na condugdo das pericias, adaptando as técnicas de acordo com as
necessidades. Destaca-se a importancia da diversidade técnica, que visa a auxiliar o perito na busca de conclusdes confiaveis,
bem como a manter o rigor técnico e a qualidade das avalia¢des.

Palavras-chave: pericia psicoldgica judicial, abuso sexual, atuagdo do psicologo

Técnicas Utilizadas en las Pericias Psicologicas en Casos de Abuso Sexual
Infanto-Juvenil

Resumen: Actualmente, no hay un protocolo estandarizado para evaluacion de situaciones de abuso sexual. En este sentido,
este estudio investigo las técnicas utilizadas por psicologos en la practica pericial en casos de sospecha de abuso sexual infanto-
juvenil en el contexto de la investigacion criminal. Fueron utilizadas entrevistas semi-estructuradas con doce psicélogos que
actuan como peritos en los Institutos Médico-Legales de seis capitales brasilefias, que fueron analizadas cualitativamente con
el auxilio del software WebQDA. Los resultados presentaron una diversidad de acciones emprendidas en la practica pericial,
asi como la presencia de consensos y controversias en relacion al uso de pruebas psicoldgicas y evaluacion de la credibilidad
del relato. También fue observada flexibilidad por parte de los equipos en la conduccion de las pericias, adaptando las técnicas
de acuerdo con las necesidades. Se destaca la importancia de la diversidad técnica, que visa a auxiliar el perito en la busqueda
de conclusiones confiables, asi como a mantener el rigor técnico y la calidad de las evaluaciones.

Palabras clave: pericia psicologica judicial, abuso sexual, actuacion del psicologo

motive of which is sexual satisfaction for the latter.

violence as any interaction between the child or adolescent
and someone in a later stage of sexual development, the
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exercised through erotic and sexual practices imposed using
physical violence, threats, or inducement (World Health
Organization, 2006).

The majority of sexual crimes against children and
adolescents are not witnessed by others (Rivera T & Olea,
2007; Rovinski, 2007) and rarely leave physical marks
subject to investigation in a proof of evidence examination
(Echeburtia & Subijana, 2008; Welter & Feix, 2010).
Considering these aspects, in the context of the criminal
investigation, there have been increasing requests for

359



Paidéia, 23(56), 359-367

forensic examinations performed by professionals of the
Psychology area.

The forensic psychological examination aims to clarify
a fact of interest for the Judiciary, using to this end a set of
Psychological theoretical and technical references (Rovinski,
2007; Schaefer, Rosseto, & Kristensen, 2012). Resolution
008/2010 of the Federal Council of Psychology (Conselho
Federal de Psicologia [CFP], 2010) specifically mentions
the practice of the psychologist as an expert witness, as
well as the relationship with the technical assistant, and
points out that the forensic examinations performed by
the psychologist may include the following techniques:
observations, interviews, home and institutional visits, the
application of psychological tests, the use of ludic resources
and other instruments, as well as methods and techniques
recognized by this council (CFP, 2010).

In cases of child and adolescent sexual abuse, criminal
investigations can be considered a challenge for the expert
witnesses and mental health professionals that assist the
judicial authorities (Finnild-Tuohimaa, Santtila, Sainio, Niemi,
& Sandnabba, 2009), as there is no a specific indicator that
can be used to determine whether the child was abused or
not. Therefore, to trust comprehensive evaluations more than
specific indicators is recommended (Finnild-Tuohimaa et al.,
2009). These comprehensive evaluations, due to their qualitative
nature, take different forms. Although there is agreement
regarding the need to conduct the interview with the child, there
is no consensus on the use of some of the techniques during
the interview, such as the psychological tests or the credibility
assessment of the account given by the child (Machado, 2005).

The disagreement in the use of psychological tests is due
to the fact that none of them are able to identify a case of abuse
(Machado, 2005). Thus, the procedure of the expert witnesses
who use the tests consists of comparing the personality profile
or symptoms with the framework commonly found in children
and adolescents victims (Corwin & Keeshin, 2011) inferring,
from the compatibility of this comparison, the plausibility of
the occurrence of the abuse (Machado, 2005). However, this
can seem unreasonable, considering that there is no single
symptomatology of abuse victims (Rivera T & Olea, 2007)
or that the victim may not present any apparent psychic
consequence (Welter & Feix, 2010).

The credibility assessment of the account given by
the victim is also not a point of consensus. The best known
protocol for the assessment of the veracity of the abuse
claim is the Statement Validity Analysis - SVA (Vrij, 2005),
a comprehensive global method to evaluate the credibility of
the allegations of sexual abuse (Steller & Boychuk, 1992).
This technique is an adaptation of a procedure for analyzing
the credibility of statements and has been used since the 1950s
in the German courts to deal with situations where the only
evidence was the uncorroborated testimony of the child victim
(Machado, 2005). Some authors, however, are skeptical about
the use of the SVA in the judicial context, explaining that the

360

technique is not safe and has not been properly validated to be
used as evidence (Brigham, 1999; Davies, 2001).

Considering that there are a number of elements without
consensus regarding the evaluation in suspected child sexual
abuse cases, as well as the concept that such evaluation
basically has a qualitative nature, it can be understood why
there is not a gold standard in the evaluation of abuse (Herman,
2005) and why Psychology is not close to presenting common
guidelines on the subject (CFP, 2009). Given the diversity of
actions in the forensic psychological examination practice in
cases of sexual abuse, the present study sought to identify,
in the context of the criminal investigation in the Medical-
Legal Institutes (MLIs) of Brazil, techniques and actions
being employed by psychologist expert witnesses in cases of
suspected child and adolescent sexual abuse.

This study used a collective case study qualitative
methodology (Stake, 2000), aimed at investigating the
professional practice of psychologist expert witnesses in cases
of suspected sexual abuse against children and adolescents.
The specific aims were: (a) to verify the techniques used by
psychologists from different regions of Brazil in the forensic
examination practice in cases of suspected child and adolescent
sexual abuse; (b) to determine the concept of the professionals
regarding the use and purpose of the psychological tests; and
(c) to evaluate the concept of the psychologists regarding the
credibility assessment of the report.

Method

Participants

Participants were twelve psychologists who practiced as
expert witnesses in the Medical-Legal Institutes of following
state capital cities: Natal, Palmas, Brasilia, Goiania,
Floriandpolis and Porto Alegre. Among the respondents,
only two were male. Regarding additional training, five
were specialists in Forensic Psychology and one had a
Postgraduate degree in Forensic Sciences.

Instrument

A semi-structured interview was used, with the aim of
investigating the perceptions of the participants regarding:
(a) the techniques used by the professionals in performing
the forensic examination; (b) the use and purpose of
psychological tests in this context; and (c) the credibility
assessment of the report of the alleged victims.

Procedure

Data collection. Primarily, the Medical Legal Institutes
of the capitals of all Brazilian states and the Federal District
were contacted via telephone or email, in order to verify
the locations in which the MLIs had psychologists acting as
expert witnesses in cases of suspected child and adolescent
sexual abuse. Among the 27 sites contacted, this forensic
psychological examination activity was performed in the
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MLIs of only six capitals: Porto Alegre and Floriandpolis in
the south, Brasilia and Goiania in the central-west region,
Palmas in the northern region, and Natal in the northeast.

Secondly, a researcher went to each of these locations to
conduct semi-structured interviews with the expert witnesses
who were part of these MLI teams. Up to three psychologists
per team were interviewed, according to the availability of the
participants. The interviews were carried out with the team
members together, with an average duration of one and a half
hours, and were recorded and transcribed.

Data analysis. The data were qualitatively analyzed
with the aid of WebQDA, a software program for the analysis
of qualitative data in a distributed collaborative environment
(Souza, Costa, & Moreira, 2011), allowing the analysis to
be carried out by the different authors of this study, thereby
increasing the reliability of the data obtained. It should be
noted that the WebQDA software does not bias the analysis
and leaves the researchers with full and flexible control of
the material analyzed. This software allows the processing of
data similar to the basic structure of Bardin’s content analysis
(2004), namely: (a) pre-analysis, with the organization of the
material to be investigated; (b) exploration of the material,
with coding (treatment of the material to achieve a better
representation of its content) and categorization (simplified
representation of the data); and (c) processing of the results,
culminating in inferential interpretations. One difference
presented by WebQDA in relation to the proposal of Bardin
(2004) is that in the software the coding and categorization
are performed simultaneously (Souza et al., 2011).

Ethical Considerations

All ethical procedures were followed in the performance
of this study. The study was approved by the Research Ethics
Committee of the Instituto de Psicologia of the Universidade
Federal do Rio Grande do Sul, under protocol No. 2010063. The
participants signed the Terms of Free Prior Informed Consent,
agreeing to participate in the study.

Results and Discussion

Table 1 presents the denomination of the team of
psychologists within each MLI, the number of psychologists
who compose the team, and the length of time operating the
forensic psychological examination in cases of suspected
sexual abuse committed against children and adolescents.
From the data two principle decades can be observed for
the development, within the MLIs, of the service of forensic
psychological examinations in cases of suspected child and
adolescent sexual abuse. While the teams of Natal, Brasilia
and Florianopolis started the service in the 1980s, the teams
of Palmas, Goidnia and Porto Alegre began it in the 2000s.
The team of Brasilia, although starting in 1982, said at the
time the request for evaluation of child victims only occurred
rarely, with the demand increasing considerably after the
establishment of the Bureau for the Protection of Children

and Adolescents (Delegacia de Prote¢do a Crianga e ao
Adolescente DPCA), in 1999.

It should be noted that, in the presentation of the results,
the teams are randomly numbered, avoiding the identification
of the participants for ethical reasons.

Techniques Used by the Professionals

For the performance of the forensic psychological
examination in cases of suspected sexual abuse, all the
teams reported conducting interviews with the child or
adolescent victim and with their parents/guardian. Prior
to the performance of these interviews, however, all the
teams stressed the importance of reading and analyzing
documents originating from the investigation, which is
strongly indicated by the literature (Rivera T & Olea, 2007;
Serafim & Saffi, 2012).

Regarding the interview with the parents/guardian, the
teams reported that the goals are to seek overall information
about the development of the child or adolescent through
a brief history and to know whether he/she presents, or
presented, psychological alterations possibly related to the
abuse, in order to obtain data for the establishment of the
causal link between the event and the resulting damage, if
this was the case. All the teams reported that the interview
with the parents/guardian is also used to obtain their version
of the history of the facts, in order to compare this with
the information obtained in the interview with the child
or adolescent, as well as in the documents analyzed prior
to the forensic examination. Team 1 stated that, through
this interview, they also seek information related to the
revelation of the abuse by the child and, in addition, aim
to acquire knowledge about which steps were taken by the
parents/guardian in relation to the behavioral and emotional
alterations presented by the alleged victim.

Regarding the interview with the child or adolescent,
teams 1, 4 and 6 stressed the importance of initiating a rapport
phase, i.e., a phase of welcome in which, depending on the age
of the alleged victim, toys, drawings or a conversation about
neutral topics, such as activities in school and relationships
with family and peers, can be used. In a second moment of
the interview, the issue of abuse is approached, however, only
through open questions, which are also known as general or
exploratory questions and require the free recall of the child
(Pisa & Stein, 2006), such as “what happened?” or “why
did you come here today?”. Team 2, despite not presenting
uniformity in their interviews, which are carried out together
with social workers, also reported using open questions. It
is important to stress that this type of question differs from
closed questions, which are questions that require a yes/
no answer (e.g., “did he ask you to lie on the couch?”),
and from forced choices, in which the child chooses one of
the responses provided (e.g., “were you in your bedroom,
in the living room, or in your parents’ bedroom?””). The
literature indicates that it is preferable to use open questions
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Table 1

Data of the Places of Data Collection

Location Denomination of the Team No. of Psychologists  Length of Time Operating  No. of Participants
Natal Forensic Psychology Sector 4 Since 1987 3

Palmas Psychosocial Sector 6 Since 2004 2
Brasilia Forensic Psychopathology Sector 4 Since 1982 2
Goiania Forensic Psychopathology Section 1 Since 2004 1
Florianopolis Psychology Service of the Bodily Injury Sector 2 Since 1987 2

Porto Alegre Forensic Psychological Examinations Sector 4 Since 2009 2

when carrying out interviews with children (Echeburia &
Subijana, 2008; Pisa & Stein, 2006).

After the open questions phase, team 6 said that they
used closed questions only when necessary to clarify doubts
or possible contradictions, ending the interview with a return
to the neutral themes phase, as the alleged victim may have
become emotionally destabilized when speaking about
the abusive episode. Also in relation to the interview with
the child or adolescent, teams 3 and 5 reported the use of
the Cognitive Interview technique, which uses scientific
knowledge about the memory in order to obtain more precise
statements, and also favors the use of open rather than closed
questions (Feix & Pergher, 2010).

In the investigations of situations of child sexual
abuse, when considering the absence of physical marks
and other witnesses, the interview should be seen as the
main instrument of the psychologist. The observation
of symptoms, although they may be associated with a
traumatic event, does not provide information about a
concrete and specific situation. In the majority of cases,
therefore, it is only the testimony of the child that can
make the violence suffered visible and audible (Stein,
Pergher, & Feix, 2009).

During the performance of the interview, the teams
reported using other techniques, depending on each case:
psychological tests, drawings, dolls and other ludic activities,
written report, the book cover technique, and clinical
observation. Some teams also reported the use of SVA for
the credibility assessment of the report. The results regarding
the psychological tests, as well as those relating to SVA are
reported in subsequent sections of this article.

In relation to the drawing, dolls, and other ludic
activities, all the teams stressed that these techniques were
not used in all the interviews, but that it depends on the age
of the child, being primarily used with younger children,
with the aim of welcoming them and establishing a bond.
The literature indicates that ludic activities facilitate both
the bond and the listening of the child (Froner & Ramires,
2008). Specifically in relation to the dolls, and the function
of rapport, team 3 reported also using them to facilitate the
emission of the report of the alleged abusive situation. This
team noted, however, that the dolls are only used when the
alleged victim has already reported the abusive episode,
however, had difficulties in providing details about the

362

situation. In such cases the alleged victims could show what
happened to them using the dolls.

Two techniques described by team 1 were prominent,
namely, the written report and the book cover technique.
Given the difficulty in speaking about the alleged abusive
episode, either due to shame or fear, the expert witness can
use the written report technique, which is simply to ask
the alleged victim to write about what was experienced
on a sheet of paper. With access to this written report, the
expert can continue conversing about elements presented on
the paper, thus obtaining further information regarding the
situation supposedly experienced by the child or adolescent.

The strategy we call the book cover technique in this
article, in turn, consists of a graphical technique that was created
by one of the members of team 1. The psychologist said that,
faced with a very unclear case, she asked the alleged victim to
make drawings about the report that she had. In the words of the
psychologist, after the formulation of the report of the forensic
examination, she said: “Let’s do the following, you told me a
story and we are going to make a book of this story. But I need
a picture to put on the cover, because every book has a drawing
on the cover [...].” The psychologist went on to say:

Then she drew the whole scene in which she was
abused, there was a television, she was sleeping in a
hammock in the living room, she drew all the elements.
[...] Then we started to use it more often and it always
works. It always works. Sometimes they even say:
‘Ah, I won’t draw it, no’, and when you look again
they are already drawing the whole scene! And the
drawing helps because either it omits some details, or
adds details. And then you start telling the story too, to
see to what extent there are contradictions, what is and
what is not, you know? It helps!

On several occasions throughout the interview, team
4 mentioned the role of clinical observation in the forensic
examination. One team member reported:

Clinical observation is also very important for us to
see how the child behaves, even during the report.
For example, a child who speaks, speaks, speaks...
speaks a lot and that talks about everything, but at
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the time of reporting the violence does not speak,
the child withdraws.

The team added that it is also feasible to use clinical
observation of the child together with the mother and
father, when their presence is possible, in order to verity
the kind of relationship established between the parents/
guardian and the child, especially in cases where parental
alienation is suspected.

Based on the data exposed, there is a diversity of actions
employed in the forensic examination practice in different
places. Despite the diversity, it can be concluded that the
focus of the investigative evaluation in all the teams is on the
alleged victim, so that the parents/guardian participate in the
evaluation only in so much as they can assist with information
about the child and the situation in question. The evaluation
with the focus on the child is probably related to the fact
that this is who can provide more reliable information about
the alleged abuse, since the crime is generally committed
without witnesses (Rovinski, 2007).

Use and Purpose of the Psychological Tests

All the teams reported using psychological tests in the
forensic examination in cases of suspected sexual abuse
committed against children and adolescents. However, while
teams 1, 3 and 6 used psychological tests only in specific
situations, teams 4 and 5 used the tests in almost all interviews
performed. In relation to team 2, there was no consensus
regarding the use of the tests.

Team 1 said that they used the tests in order to confirm
what they already suspected from the clinical evaluation, in
order to provide more objective information for the report.
For example, faced with unclear indications of stress and/or
depression, stress and/or depression scales are used, faced
with indications of cognitive impairment or upon request from
the judicial authority, intelligence tests are used, such as the
Columbia Mental Maturity Scale or the WISC-III subtests.
The choice of the use of only subtests was due to the fact
of that the WISC-III is a lengthy test for application in the
forensic examination context.

Team 1 also reported use of the House-Tree-Person
(HTP) test, however, with the primary function of assisting
in the interaction with the child, because, although this test
provides evidence of anxiety, tension, insecurity and other
aspects typically present in cases of sexual abuse, it would
not be possible to state that such feelings arose specifically
from the abusive situation allegedly experienced. This team
explained that when a child is referred for the forensic
examination, he/she can experience these feelings (stress,
anxiety, insecurity) for other reasons, such as the very fact
of being back in the MLI, where they had already been to
perform the physical examination for the crime report, which
is an invasive procedure. In fact, the occurrence of sexual
abuse can not be concluded based on the identification of
symptoms when performing a forensic examination, as these,

when present, are non-specific, i.e., they may also be due to
situation other than sexual abuse (Dammeyer, 1998). It can,
therefore, be perceived that team 1 uses the tests with caution,
critically positioning itself in relation to its purposes: “[...] to
what extent does the test will really show the anxiety of the
person, [...] is the stress one that has been experienced for a
long time, or only of the moment of the evaluation and not
of the abuse?” Finally, team 1 said that the use of the tests is
not rigid or obligatory, clarifying that they do not possess an
evaluation standard, so that a choice of one or other instrument
depends on the specifics of each case.

Team 3 also said that they only used tests on specific
occasions. Depending on the age, they said they worked with
the Rorschach and the HTP tests, in order to observe data
regarding personality and emotional traits, verifying whether
the emotional state of the alleged victim presented in the
tests corroborates that observed clinically. As with team 1,
team 3 said that the use of the tests has the aim of confirming
what has been clinically observed by the psychologist. The
team also stressed that the MLI does not have the tests, so
that its members need to use their own material to perform
the forensic examinations.

Team 6 said that they do not normally use psychological
tests during the evaluations. The tests are only used in cases in
which the results could assist in the report, as stated below:

We only use them if we think it is necessary. For
example, it may be very important that I say, or at
least it will help in my argument if I say, that the
child has a severe cognitive impairment, you know?
Because, this is a limitation that could prevent the
child from defending himself.

In these cases, the team said that they made use of the
WISC-III, however such use is currently being questioned:

To perform a complete WISC test to say that the IQ
is X, to say that the child has retardation, when in fact
the retardation is clinically visible [...] So I have even
asked myself about the amount of work that this is,
even for the child.

The team also said that in a few situations they use
projective tests, however, only in order to better understand
the child, i.e., to understand the child’s difficulties and how
these are included in their history, and not in order to define
the presence or absence of the abuse.

For team 4, the tests are essential, being used in
virtually all forensic examinations, as they seek to carry out
a psychodiagnosis of the alleged victims. Nevertheless, there
is no general standard of evaluation, so that only after an
overview of the case, obtained through the interview, is the
battery of tests appropriate to the case chosen. Team 4 also
used intelligence tests, the choice of which depends on the
age and education of the child. Although this team emphasized
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that the main aim of the forensic examination is not to obtain
the story from the child, but his/her psychodiagnosis, they said
that the results of this can be highlighted as being related to a
possible problem or trauma experience.

Teams 5 and 4, used the tests in almost all interviews, in
order to materialize the contents of the interview. Projective
techniques were used, especially the Rorschach and HTP tests,
as, according to the team, these tests can provide responses that
are compatible or consistent with responses from people who
have gone through abusive situations. The team also reported
that they use intelligence tests when there is a requirement
from the legal authority or when the clinical evaluation is
not sufficient to assess possible cognitive impairment of the
alleged victim.

Team 5 also said that the tests help their report to become
more reliable due to a cultural issue of the region, overall
regarding the use of the Rorschach, which is considered by
the authorities as legal proof of the occurrence of abuse. It
should be noted, however, that the legal authorities can not
and should not decide which test the psychologist should use,
with the choice of the techniques to be used in the evaluation
being solely and exclusively for the psychology professional.
Team 5 positioned themselves in relation to the use of the
Rorschach and the misconception that this would be proof of
the occurrence of abuse:

This test is not an x-ray, it is not the same as the
laboratory examination: is the virus present or
not? We work with perceptions, with experiences,
projections. And we cannot give 100% reliability in
what we are investigating [...]. So, I think the view
they have of the tests here is slightly distorted.

The team spoke critically in relation to this distorted
concept, believing there are other ways to perform the forensic
examinations without necessarily working with tests.

The requirement for using tests by legal authorities seems
to be related to a certain mythology about the tests, i.e., the
notion that they allow hidden truths to be touched (Brodzinsky,
1993), with these authorities having an unrealistic view
of what a psychological test may or may achieve. Without
having knowledge about the possibilities of the tests, lawyers,
prosecutors and judges ultimately consider that the use of tests
itself provides a special science to the evaluation process,
which is an erroneous view (Machado, 2005).

In relation to team 2, while a part of the team reported
always using the HTP test (when the child’s age allowed),
others said that they did not use tests. Those using the HTP
said that this is not always helpful in the performance of the
forensic examination, however, it can be so, especially on
occasions when it is possible to identify family conflicts.
Thus, the data obtained from the application of the HTP could
be compared with those obtained in the interview with the
parents/guardian, allowing, in some cases, the identification
of controversies between the report of the parents/guardian
and the family situation actually experienced. The another
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part of the team said they did not use tests because the main
aim of the forensic examination is to evaluate the situation of
abuse, however, the tests are not capable of identifying these
situations, giving preference, therefore, to the discourse of the
alleged victim.

It should be emphasized that the battery of tests used by
each team was not limited to the tests cited. Considering that
this is a qualitative work resulting from a single interview
with each team, it is possible that the participants used other
tests that were not listed here. However, the main aim was to
investigate how the tests were being used in the performance
of the forensic examination. The description of the results
supports the concept that, although there is a consensus on
the technical specificity required for the evaluation of abuse,
in the evaluations there is frequent recourse to wide spectrum
psychological evaluation instruments, such as the Rorschach
or WISC (Machado, 2005). In Brazil, as in other places, we
found instruments formulated for the clinical area being used
in forensic evaluations (Archer, Buffington-Vollum, Stredny,
& Handel, 2006; Waterman & Lusk, 1993), which is probably
due to the absence of specific instruments for forensic
evaluation in the Brazilian context.

Although the psychological test is an instrument for the
exclusive use of the psychologist, the expert witness must be
aware of its limitations, since no psychometric or projective
instrument can determine whether a child, adolescent or adult
was or was not a victim of aggression (Casoni, 2001) or, more
specifically, of sexual abuse. Since the tests do not provide direct
indicators regarding the abuse, the use of these instruments by
the teams interviewed in this study consisted of, as pointed out
in the literature (Corwin & Keeshin, 2011; Machado, 2005),
the comparison of the personality profile or symptomatology
presented by the child with the framework typically found in
victims of abuse, inferring, from the compatibility of the profiles,
the possibility that an abusive experience occurred. However,
given the lack of a unique profile of the victims, the need is
highlighted for the interpretation of the test results, taking into
consideration an evaluation that integrates multiple methods and
various sources of information, with the battery of tests not being
the only source of information (Quinnel & Bow, 2001).

Credibility Assessment of the Report of the Alleged
Victims

All teams considered it important to assess the
credibility of the report of the alleged victims, except for
team 4, which is probably related to the purpose of the forensic
examination in each location. While all the teams reported
mainly focusing on the report of the alleged victim, team
4 said that they perform an forensic examination directed
toward the diagnostic situation of the person examined, so
that “the goal is not specifically the report, but a diagnosis
set in which the report is a part, but not the most important.”
Among the teams that consider it important to carry out the
credibility assessment, team 6 reported that they made use of
the Statement Validity Assessment. In teams 3 and 1, while
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some mentioned the use of the SVA, some said that they did
not use it due to lack of access or knowledge concerning the
technique. Team 2 also said that they did not use the SVA due
to lack knowledge about the technique.

The SVA currently consists of five steps, namely: (a)
careful review of the information available in relation to the
case; (b) structured interview; (c) Criteria-Based Content
Analysis - (CBCA), in which the content and the quality
of the data obtained from the presence or absence of 19
objective criteria are assessed in a systematic way; (d) validity
checklist, in which the results of the CBCA are evaluated
from a validity control list for the criteria surveyed; and (e)
integration of all the data gathered for the development of the
conclusion, in probabilistic terms, regarding the occurrence
of abuse (Steller & Boychuk, 1992).

Team 6 said that despite using the SVA, the members
currently questioned its actual validity. Among the difficulties
in relation to the use of the SVA, the team pointed out that
sometimes there had been reports almost without criterion of
credibility in which a probability of abuse could be concluded,
while on the other hand, there had been reports that had a
number of criteria of credibility, however, a probability of abuse
could not be concluded. Furthermore, the team highlighted that
the method cannot be used with preschool children and that it
does not allow them to differentiate between whether a story is
true or false. All these difficulties encountered in practice have
been previously highlighted in the literature (Juarez Lopez,
2004). Steller, one of the creators of the SVA, recognized the
difficulties related to the use of this method and proposed that
this should not be considered as proof of the general validity
of the credibility test, but as a global method for assessing the
credibility of declarations (Steller & Boychuk, 1992).

The members of teams 3 and 1, who did not use the SVA,
as well as teams 5 and 2, said that they intuitively conducted a
credibility evaluation, based on aspects the literature highlights
in cases of sexual abuse. For example, this could be identified
in the report of team 5 when they mentioned the child’s use of
knowledge inappropriate for his/her age group:

One thing is the child saying: ‘he touched my
peepee, touched my bottom, touched my fanny [...]’;
another thing is the child saying: ‘He touched my
penis, touched my vagina, touched my anus’. It’s
different, it is more formalized knowledge. If it is a
case of simulation, the parents do not usually have
this [...] guile to give information the way the child
understands. Usually they give information in a way
that they would give it, or that the school gives it.

In addition to knowledge inappropriate for the age
group, the teams also mentioned as indicators of credibility,
the absence of contradictions in the report of the child,
coherence between the report and affection shown, and the
presence of threat content, typically found in cases of child
sexual abuse (Furniss, 1993).

Finally it should be noted that all of these indicators
are also present in the SVA itself. However, abstinence on
behalf of the professionals regarding the use of the SVA,
given the lack of knowledge about this method, highlights
the caution the teams employed in relation to techniques
that they use. Such abstinence can be considered an ethical
position, especially when it is considered that the SVA is a
controversial technique that involves a tendency for false
claims to be considered true (Juarez Lopez, 2004).

Final Considerations

Throughout this study, we sought to investigate the
techniques and actions employed by psychologist expert
witnesses in the evaluations in cases of suspected child and
adolescent sexual abuse in the forensic context. It was found
that in all the teams, despite the different techniques used, the
focus of the investigative evaluation was on the alleged victim.
While team 4 proposed that the aim of the forensic examination
is to draft the psychodiagnosis of the alleged victim, the other
teams, without neglecting an evaluation of the symptoms,
understood the priority to be to obtain the report of the facts
about the abuse. Among the techniques, the relevance of the
interview was highlighted, due to its ability to make the solid
facts of the violence clear. This technique, however, requires
staff training, covering the technique and theory, as well as
interpersonal skills and experience, so that it can be well
used by the professional (Faller, 2007; Machado, 2005). The
psychological tests, while not presenting direct indicators
of abuse, have been used as an aid in the comparison of the
personality profile or symptomatology displayed by the child
with the framework typically found in victims of abuse. The
credibility assessment, in turn, was performed both intuitively
and through the SVA, depending on the location, with the SVA
being questioned in relation to its validity.

From this study, it was also observed that the participants
had carried out the forensic examination assessment using
diverse methods (interviews, tests, credibility assessment)
and information sources (documents from the investigation or
judicial proceedings, the alleged child victim and the parents/
guardian). However, in some situations it was found that the
delimitation of the methods used is driven by the previous
knowledge of the professionals rather than by a technical
decision, or by the influence of the judicial authorities, who
sometimes ask for certain tests. It can also be observed, cases
in which the lack of material, e.g., the availability of the tests,
prevents their use, causing the professional to resort to other
available techniques or even to create new techniques. Despite
these aspects, such diversity seems to be positive and contribute
to ensuring the technical accuracy and quality of the assessments
because, since there is not a specific indicator of the occurrence
of abuse, the more devices the expert witness can use to confirm
or exclude the hypotheses developed about each case, the more
consistent will be the proof (Echeburtia & Subijana, 2008).
This consistency is fundamental and ensures what is called
the “social value of the role of the expert witness” (Machado,
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2005), since in many instances the surveys are not acted upon
or the perpetrator is acquitted due to lack of robustness in the
documentation of the offense, frustrating the expectations of
the victims and their families in relation to the Justice system
(Santos, 2011). In addition, the flexibility presented by the
psychologists interviewed, who demonstrated varying their
techniques depending on the case and the age of the child or
adolescent, can also be considered positively, as it contributes to
the performance of a more appropriate evaluation.

Thus, from the results of this study, it can be concluded that
the practical work of psychologists in forensic psychological
examinations is still a challenge, because, although a body of
technical knowledge in the area can be observed, there are still
many aspects that need to be further investigated and developed.
We emphasize the need to continue the debate regarding the
use and purpose of psychological tests, and about the validity
of the methods for assessing the credibility of the report. It is
suggested, therefore, that national studies are performed to
construct and validate psychological evaluation instruments in
the forensic area context, contributing to the instrumentalization
of the professionals working in this still incipient field. It should
be noted that the number of psychologist expert witnesses in
Brazil is still very small, and its practice very recent, considering
that half of the MLIs that have psychologists who perform
forensic examinations in sexual abuse cases have emerge within
the previous 10 years, however, it seems to be a growing area.
The need should be highlighted for national studies that aim to
investigate the efficacy of the SVA, considering that its use has
not been evaluated in any area of psychological investigation in
Brazil. Even internationally, there is still controversy about its
use and application, making it difficult for the professional to
consistently choose this instrument. Thus, new investments in
studies on techniques in the forensic examination area in cases
of child and adolescent sexual abuse are needed in order to allow
psychologists to provide the judicial authorities with increasingly
consistent proof, assisting them in holding the offender
responsible and in ensuring the integral protection of the children.
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