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3 Statement Validity Analysis and the
‘detection of the truth’

Günther Köhnken

The success of a criminal investigation often depends on witness state-
ments, particularly if no other evidence is available. This is typically –
although not exclusively – the case in sexual-abuse cases.

The fundamental question to be answered in evaluating a witness state-
ment is whether or not (and to what extent) the statement is a correct and
complete description of the event in question. Answering this question
first requires the identification of potential sources of incorrect accounts.
Based on this information appropriate diagnostic procedures and tech-
niques can be applied in order to assess the probability of the correctness
of the statement. An account may differ from the facts for two possible
reasons (see Figure 3.1):
1) A witness, who is motivated to give a correct account of the events in

question may be subject to unintentional errors, or
2) The witness deliberately and intentionally tells a lie.
The crucial difference between these alternatives is in the witnesses’ moti-
vation. Furthermore, in both cases one can think of stable personal or of
transient situational factors as the major cause for incorrect accounts. For
example, sensory or intellectual deficiencies may prevent a witness from
perceiving or reporting certain events. On the other hand, darkness or
lack of attention may result in incomplete perceptions in a certain situa-
tion. Similarly, intentional distortions or complete lies can be conceived as
being caused by stable personality factors like antisociality (which affect
what has been called ‘general credibility of the witness’) or by a situation-
specific motivation to tell a lie (which impacts on the ‘specific credibility
of the statement’). Although stable personality factors may influence a
witness’s readiness to tell a lie (e.g., different people may have more or
less fear that their lie is discovered), it would be impossible to assess the
credibility of a particular statement on the basis of general personality fac-
tors alone. Of course, even people who are in general very honest may,
under certain circumstances, be motivated to give an incorrect account
and vice versa.
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Figure 3.1 Possible causes of incorrect witness statements

Several approaches to assess the truthfulness of a communication (like
a witness statement) have been reported in the literature, like, for exam-
ple, non-verbal and paraverbal behaviour (see Bond and Rao, DePaulo
and Morris, Vrij, all in this volume), and physiological phenomena like
skin conductance or blood pressure (Honts, this volume). All these
approaches have in common the focus on indicators of deception. A dif-
ferent approach to judging the truthfulness of an account, the ‘Statement
Validity Analysis’ (SVA) has emerged in forensic psychology in Sweden
(Trankell, 1963) and in Germany (Undeutsch, 1967; Arntzen, 1970).
Rather than attempting to detect deception by looking for behavioural or
physiological correlates of deception this approach focuses on variables
which are associated with the truthfulness of an account. Although SVA
has primarily been applied to assess the credibility of child witness state-
ments in sexual-abuse cases (when no other evidence than the child’s
statement is available), it is by no means restricted to this particular con-
stellation. The underlying idea or theoretical framework applies as well
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to adults as it does to children. Furthermore, this method is not limited
to the assessment of accounts on sexual abuse. There is now a substan-
tial body of empirical research that hasevaluated the validity of SVA with
children of different ages as well as with adolescents and adults and with
accounts on a large variety of topics (Vrij, 2003).

This chapter will describe the basic ideas underlying SVA, the diagnos-
tic procedure and the techniques to assess the truthfulness of a statement,
empirical research on SVA and the limits of this technique.

What is Statement Validity Analysis?

SVA is a comprehensive procedure for generating and testing hypotheses
about the source of a given statement. It includes methods of collecting
data which are relevant with regard to the hypotheses in question, tech-
niques of analysing these data, and guidelines for drawing conclusions
regarding the initial hypotheses. The basic question to be answered is:
what is the source of this statement? Does the statement describe per-
sonal experiences of the witness or does it have another source?

SVA is not a psychometric test nor is it a kind of mechanistic checklist
approach. Like many other forms of medical, psychiatric, or psychological
assessment it is a combination of psychometric tests, semi-structured
interviews, systematic analysis techniques, and clinical judgement. SVA
comprises several components (see Table 3.1).

Case-file analysis

A proper interview of the witness can hardly be done without any back-
ground information about the witness (e.g., his or her age, cognitive abil-
ities, relationship to the accused person), the event in question (e.g.,
type of event, a single event, or repeated occurrences), previous state-
ments (e.g., how often has the witness been interviewed, what has he
or she reported and case characteristics, are there any inconsistencies
between repeated accounts), and other case characteristics (e.g., time
interval between the event in question and the first disclosure, degree of
consistency of the statement with other evidence, relevant other events
such as a divorce, problems in school, etc.). This information is utilised
to generate hypotheses about the source of the statement, possible rea-
sons for false accusations, etc. Thus, the first stage of SVA is not, as it has
pointed out by some authors, a semi-structured interview, but a thorough
analysis of the case file. It would indeed be rather naı̈ve to conduct an
interview without having any diagnostic strategy and hypotheses to test
using the interview data.
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Table 3.1 Components of SVA

Analysis of the case file

Generation of hypotheses about the source of the statement

Decision on assessment methods which are appropriate to test the hypotheses

Examination of the witness
! history-taking interview with witness or parents
! application of personality questionnaires and cognitive abilities tests
! interview of the witness about the event in question

Content analysis of the statement (or relevant parts of it) using CBCA criteria

Evaluation of the CBCA results taking into account
! cognitive abilities of the witness (e.g., verbal fluency, creativity, general intelligence)
! particular knowledge and experiences of the witness (e.g., previous sexual

experiences in a case of sexual abuse, access to porno videos, literature,
conversation with others about similar events)

! case characteristics (e.g., time between the event in question and the interview,
complexity of the event)

Analysis of consistency of repeated statements

Analysis of the origin of the statement and its further development
! circumstances of initial disclosure
! responses of others to first disclosure
! previous interviews

Evaluation of hypotheses in light of the results of the various assessments methods;
hypotheses, which are not compatible with the diagnostic results are rejected; if all
hypotheses for other sources than own experience are rejected, the veracity of the
statement is assumed.

Generation of hypotheses

One of the most important and indeed crucial components of SVA is
a careful generation of hypotheses, that is, assumptions about poten-
tial sources or origins of the given statement. Everything else, the whole
assessment procedure, the data to be collected, and the particular evalu-
ation strategies depend on these hypotheses.

One hypothesis assumes that the statement is the result of one’s own
experiences with the accused person, that is, that it is a truthful statement,
whereas the alternative overall hypothesis claims that the reported event
has never happened, at least not in the form that is described or not
with the accused person. This overall hypothesis is then broken down
into more specific assumptions about potential sources of a presumed
incorrect statement.
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Complete fabrication

The event that is described in the statement may be completely fictitious,
that is, it never happened to the witness. The witness may have inten-
tionally invented the statement in order to achieve certain personal goals
(e.g., jealousy against mother’s new partner, excuse for own inappropri-
ate behaviour or bad school achievement). According to this hypothesis
the complete statement has been intentionally fabricated.

Partial fabrication

It is possible that large parts of the statement are correct accounts of a
certain course of events, whereas some crucial elements are fabricated.
This sometimes happens in cases of alleged rape. The accused person
may admit contacts with the witness, even a sexual relationship and an
encounter at the location mentioned by the witness. It is, however, denied
that any sexual activity happened without explicit or at least implicit
consent. Obviously, under such circumstances the lying witness would
not have to fabricate the complete statement. For example, the location,
clothing, physical characteristics, and certain behaviours of the accused
person can be described from the witness’s original memory. Only those
sequences of the statement that describe his or her resistance and any
resulting specific forms of interaction would have to be fabricated.

Incorrect transference

Another form of partial fabrication can occur if the witness has indeed
experienced the event in question (or at least something similar to it), but
with another person than the one who is accused. For example, a child
may have had previous experiences of sexual abuse or a woman may have
been raped before. In such a case the event itself is reported from memory
while the particular relations to the accused person, the time and location
would have been fabricated.

Instruction by others

It is possible that a child witness has been instructed by another person,
usually an adult, to claim incorrectly that something has happened. This
may happen, for example, in custody conflicts after a divorce. The state-
ment would then not be fabricated by the child witness, but by an adult
instructor, and communicated to the child.
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Suggestion

Research has shown that suggestive procedures in interviews or in psy-
chotherapy can produce false memories which are subjectively perceived
as truthful. It is therefore possible that the witness has experienced sug-
gestive influences and that these have produced a statement which is now
perceived as a truthful account by the witness.

Mental illness

A witness may have problems distinguishing fact and fantasy as a symp-
tom of mental illness (e.g., a psychosis). He or she may then take fictitious
events as real and subjectively give a truthful account.

These hypotheses are just some examples, not an exhaustive list, of
potential sources of incorrect statements. On the other hand, not all of
these hypotheses are relevant in a certain case. For example, there may not
be any indication for a mental illness nor opportunities for any suggestive
influences.

Setting up a diagnostic strategy and deciding upon
assessment methods

The hypotheses which have been generated based on the results of the
case-file analysis are now used to set up a diagnostic strategy, to decide
which assessment techniques (e.g., psychometric tests, interviews) are
suitable in light of these hypotheses and how certain assessment tech-
niques have to be fine tuned. For example, in the case of a ‘partial-
fabrication’ hypothesis (see the example of alleged rape above) the
interview has to focus on those elements of the event/situation which are
diagnostically relevant, which are likely to discriminate between a truth-
ful and a (partially) fabricated statement and thus help to decide upon
the plausibility of this hypothesis. A detailed description of the location
may be of minor diagnostic significance only if it is not disputed that the
witness has been there. If the hypothesis of incorrect transference has
been proposed, the interview would focus particularly on those elements
that relate the described event to the accused person and to the time and
location where it presumably happened because these are the elements
which would have been fabricated according to this hypothesis. These
are, therefore, the diagnostically relevant parts of the statement.

If a hypothesis of mental illness has been proposed, it may be necessary
to evaluate hospital files, to ask the court to hear the report of psychiatrist
who has treated the witness, or to apply clinical assessment procedures
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before interviewing the witness. Similarly, if the case file reveals that a
witness has been inappropriately interviewed before, has been in psy-
chotherapy, etc., data would be collected with regard to the hypothesis of
false memories before any interview is done. In this case a thorough anal-
ysis of the circumstances of the first disclosure, the responses of others
to these reports, the type of conversations and questions that have been
asked, the type of therapy, etc. has to be performed.

In order to evaluate the hypothesis of a complete or partial fabrication
of the statement, a judgement has to be made as to whether or not the
witness would have been able to fabricate this statement. This is done
using the CBCA criteria. However, since the quality of a statement’s
content is obviously related to his or her cognitive and verbal abilities,
it is usually necessary to assess these variables, too, for example with
cognitive abilities tests.

These examples demonstrate that the assessment procedure and tech-
niques largely depend on the hypotheses that have been generated based
on the case file analysis. It is therefore obvious that an interview of the
witness cannot reasonably be the first stage of SVA. Indeed, in light of
some hypotheses it may not even be advisable to interview the witness
at all. If, for example, the witness has participated in a highly sugges-
tive therapy over a considerable period of time, it may be impossible to
generate an uncontaminated statement. In such a case interviewing the
witness may be useless.

Examination of the witness

When the diagnostic strategy has been set up and relevant assessment
techniques have been selected, the witness is examined. If it is a child
witness the examination usually begins with a history-taking interview
with the parents. Such an interview helps to determine whether or not
critical life events have happened to the witness (e.g., accidents, divorce
of parents, school failure) which may be related to the statement. It also
provides additional background information about a witness, his or her
developmental stage, diseases, etc.

The exact sequence of the application of further assessment procedures
largely depends on the particular circumstances and may vary from case to
case. However, the examination almost always includes an interview of the
witness. Furthermore, it is necessary to assess the witnesses’ cognitive and
verbal abilities. Sometimes psychometric tests (e.g., intelligence tests) are
applied. In other cases other sources of information (personal impression
during the examination, school reports, and results of previous tests) are
available so that no additional testing is required.
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The interview is a crucial part of SVA. The details of this special form
of investigative interview have been described elsewhere (e.g., Köhnken,
2003) and need not be repeated here (see also Bull, 1998). This interview
is investigative, not therapeutic. Indeed, therapeutic interviews should,
whenever possible, be postponed until after the investigative interview(s)
in order to avoid any suggestive contamination of the statement. It is
important to stimulate the witness to give a free report of the event in
question before asking any questions. The questioning part of the inter-
view should start with open-ended questions. Of course, a witness should
not be prompted to produce certain contents which relate to any CBCA
criteria. Most of the CBCA criteria depends on proper interviewing. For
example, an ‘unstructured production’ can occur in a statement only if
the interviewer does not structure the interview and does not force the
witness into a particular schedule. Police interviews, even if they are avail-
able as verbatim transcripts, are usually not suitable for a CBCA because
they are often highly structured by the interviewer and focused on details
which are relevant for the criminal investigation, while other details are
more or less neglected (e.g., accounts of own or perpetrator’s mental state
during the incident). Furthermore, police interviewers have rather differ-
ent hypotheses in mind from the ones outlined above. Consequently, their
interviews will focus at different aspects of an incident. Katofsky (2002)
and Eggers (2002) have shown that, although police interview transcripts
can be coded reliably, the proportion of correct classifications as truthful
or fabricated is considerably lower than the ones reported in other studies
(e.g., Vrij, 2003).

Criteria-Based Content Analysis

Before a CBCA is applied the diagnostically relevant parts of the inter-
view transcript have to be selected. As it has been pointed out above, any
components of a statement are meaningful only if they are able to dis-
tinguish between truthful and (partially) fabricated statements. Applying
CBCA criteria without any selective differentiation can lead to completely
meaningless results. This again demonstrates the importance of appro-
priate hypotheses before the examination begins.

CBCA is based on the hypothesis that statements based on memory of
one’s own experiences differ in certain content features from fabricated
statements. This hypothesis was originally stated by Undeutsch (1967).
He has assumed that fabricated accounts, among other things, contain
fewer details, are less vivid and less colourful than statements derived
from original memory. Köhnken (1996) has later proposed to differen-
tiate this global hypothesis into a cognitive and a motivational part. The
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latter can be related to impression management theory (Tedeschi and
Norman, 1985). The cognitive part of the hypothesis states that, given a
certain level of cognitive and verbal abilities, only a person who has actu-
ally experienced an event will be able to produce a statement with the
characteristics that are described in the CBCA criteria (see Table 3.2). It
is, for example, deemed unlikely that a child who fabricates an account
will deliberately invent unexpected complications that allegedly happened
during the incident. The impression-management component relates to
motivation and social behaviour. It is assumed that lying is a goal-directed
behaviour and that a person who deliberately invents a story wants to
be perceived as honest in order to achieve his or her goals. Therefore,
the person is likely to avoid behaviours which, in his or her view, may
be interpreted as clues to deception. For instance, if a liar believes that
admitting lack of memory will undermine his or her perceived credibility,
he or she will try to avoid such behaviour. This impression-management
approach assumes that people have a common stereotype about the typ-
ical behaviour accompanying a lie. Provided that a particular behaviour
can be sufficiently controlled it is expected that a liar, in order to con-
ceal his or her lie, attempts to avoid such behaviour. Based on these
hypotheses a number of content features have been described which
are likely to occur in accounts of genuine experiences but less likely to
be found in fabricated statements. Thus, these criteria can be used to
test the hypothesis of (partial) fabrication of the statement. Undeutsch
(1967) was the first to describe a comprehensive list of such features
which were initially named ‘credibility criteria’. Similar lists of content
characteristics have been published by Arntzen (1970) and Littmann
and Szcewczyk (1983). These lists have been combined and integrated
by Steller and Köhnken (1989) into a list of nineteen reality criteria
(see Table 3.2).

Logical structure requires that the statement contains no contradictions
or logical inconsistencies. It is important to note that neither the account
of unusual details (criterion 8) nor the report of unexpected complica-
tions (criterion 7) interfere with the logical consistency. Furthermore,
logical consistency is not the same as plausibility. A statement may sound
implausible but nevertheless be logically consistent.

Unstructured production. Sometimes a witness reports various elements
of an incident in an unsystematic, chronologically disorganized man-
ner. They follow their momentary associations rather than a logical and
chronological sequence. This is extremely difficult without any genuine
memories and, therefore, unlikely to occur in fabricated statements.

Quantity of details. The event, the location and surroundings, and the
people involved are described in great detail.
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Table 3.2 CBCA criteria (from Steller and Köhnken, 1989)

General characteristics
1. Logical structure
2. Unstructured production
3. Quantity of details

Specific contents
4. Contextual embedding
5. Descriptions of interactions
6. Reproduction of conversation
7. Reporting of unexpected complications during the incident

Peculiarities of content
8. Unusual details
9. Superfluous details

10. Accurately reported details misunderstood
11. Related external associations
12. Accounts of subjective mental states
13. Attribution of perpetrator’s mental state

Motivation-related contents
14. Spontaneous corrections
15. Admitting lack of memory
16. Raising doubts about one’s own testimony
17. Self-deprecation
18. Pardoning the perpetrator

Offence-specific elements
19. Details characteristic of the offence

Contextual embedding means that the event in question is described as
related to particular locations, time schedules, personal relationships to
the accused and other persons before and after the incident. Furthermore,
a congruence of the witness’s own behaviour as it is described in the
statement and his or her personality characteristics can be particularly.

Descriptions of interactions. Naturally occurring events are usually char-
acterised by a sequence of actions and reactions. The reactions or
responses can be explained psychologically as consequences of previous
actions. Particularly for child witnesses, it is difficult to fabricate psycho-
logically comprehensible sequences of interactions.

The reproduction of conversation differs from the previous criterion in
one important aspect. It means that the witness reproduces conversa-
tions between different persons in a kind of role-play, thereby using the
particular speech behaviour, vocabulary, etc. of those persons.

Reporting of unexpected complications. Sometimes the course of events
is interrupted by unexpected complications and obstacles. The range
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of these complications can extend from an unforeseen interruption or
difficulty to the spontaneous stopping of the event before its logical com-
pletion. Fabricating witnesses rarely mention any deviations from the
‘normal’, simple way.

Unusual details refer to particular elements or details of a statement
which are unexpected and surprising, e.g., odd details which are not
obviously unrealistic.

Superfluous details. Details are superfluous if their reporting is not
strictly necessary for the description of the incident in question.

Accurately reported details misunderstood. This criterion is particularly
important for the evaluation of children’s testimony. It means that details
and actions are reported which are obviously not understood by the child
in their particular meaning and function (as sometimes indicated by erro-
neous interpretations of correctly described observations).

Related external associations. It means that, for example, a witness
describes conversations with the perpetrator that refer to earlier events
which are in some way related to the incriminated actions. For example,
in a report about an incestuous relationship, such associations would be
reports of the witness (daughter) about conversations with the perpetra-
tor (father) in which they discussed the sexual experiences of the daughter
with other partners.

Accounts of subjective mental states. The accounts of subjective men-
tal states include the description of feelings like disgust or fear and the
reporting of crime-related cognitions like, for example, thinking about
how to escape. However, the mere mentioning of a particular emotion
like, for instance, fear would not be sufficient to fulfil this criterion. What
is important is the description of the development and change of emotions
and/or cognitions during the event.

Attribution of the perpetrator’s mental state means the description of emo-
tions, cognitions, and motivations which were attributed to the alleged
perpetrator.

Spontaneous corrections. A witness corrects or modifies previous descrip-
tions without having been prompted by the interviewer.

Admitting lack of memory. A witness expresses concern that he or she
may not remember all relevant details, that the description of particular
details may be incorrect, etc.

Raising doubts about one’s own testimony. The witness indicates that part
of his or her description sounds odd, implausible, unlikely, etc., that he or
she can hardly believe that this is a correct account of what had happened.

Self-deprecation. The witness mentions personally unfavourable, self-
incriminating details.

Pardoning the perpetrator. The witness excuses the accused person for
his or her behaviour.
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Details characteristic of the offence. The witness describes elements which
are typical for this type of crime but, on the other hand, are counter
intuitive for the general public or discrepant to everyday knowledge or
stereotypes.

Evaluation of CBCA results

Similar to the evaluation of psychometric tests CBCA is a two-step pro-
cess. The first stage is the analysis of the statement with regard to the
CBCA criteria. The result of this first stage is a ‘raw score’, a compi-
lation of content characteristics which are related to any of the CBCA
criteria. As such, these data are completely meaningless. Remember that
the question to be answered with the help of CBCA is whether or not this
witness would have been able to fabricate this statement with the content
qualities identified in the account without having personally experienced
the event described. Obviously an adult witness with good cognitive and
verbal abilities, creativity, general knowledge, etc. will be able to fab-
ricate a much more detailed report with, for example, rich contextual
embedding, complications, etc. than we can expect from a young child.
As a consequence, the same content-analysis results (i.e., the ‘raw score’)
have to be judged differently for a young child than for an adult, for a less
intelligent, less creative child than for a child of the same age but with
better cognitive abilities.

Therefore, in a second step, the results of the content analysis (i.e., the
compilation of certain content characteristics) have to be related to a ref-
erence or a standard. This is the reason why SVA includes the assessment
of the witnesses’ cognitive abilities: this information is utilised in order
to generate a standard to which the content qualities can be compared.
A certain criterion is then and only then fulfilled (or more or less pro-
nounced) in a statement, when this particular content feature is unlikely
to occur in a statement fabricated by this witness. For example, a witness
in a sexual-abuse case reports that the accused person has threatened the
victim because of the possibility that he or she might tell others about
the incident. This detail is related to the criterion ‘details characteristic
of the offence’. ‘Related to’ does not mean, however, that the criterion is
automatically fulfilled. If, for example, the witness knows (from the litera-
ture, magazines, TV, teachers, etc.) that perpetrators often threaten their
victims in order to prevent them from telling others about the event, then
this detail is rather trivial. It does not discriminate between fabricated
and truthful accounts and is, therefore, diagnostically meaningless.

There are, of course, no quasi-psychometric or statistical rules which
can be applied in order to generate these standards or references. There
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will probably never be any ‘norm tables’ like there are for psychometric
tests or personality questionnaires, because it is very unlikely that all
potentially relevant variables (e.g., type of event, time interval, previous
interviews, cognitive abilities) can ever be taken into account. Hence, this
is part of the expert’s clinical judgement.

If CBCA leads to the conclusion that a fabrication of this statement
by this witness is unlikely, then this (fabrication or partial fabrication)
hypothesis is rejected. Note that this is only an intermediate result. As long
as there are other potential sources of the statement (e.g., suggestion), it
does not automatically mean that it is based on own experiences. It only
means that it is unlikely to have been fabricated. If, on the other hand,
the CBCA results are not sufficient to reject the fabrication hypothesis,
no further analyses are necessary. It will then not be possible to conclude
reliably that the statement is based on own experiences.

It is, of course, possible that some events which are described in a state-
ment have been experienced whereas others are fabricated. In the case
of such a ‘partial-fabrication’ hypothesis the statement is segmented into
individual descriptions of single events or components. CBCA is then
applied to each of these elements separately. This procedure may lead to
a rejection of the fabrication hypothesis for some of the reported events
but not for others (e.g., if certain events are described in great detail,
with complications, contextual embedding, etc. whereas the description
of other elements remains vague). Thus, there is no general assump-
tion underlying CBCA that a statement is either completely truthful or
completely fabricated, as Vrij (2003) has pointed out. Consequently, the
proposition that there is no procedure to distinguish between experienced
and non-experienced portions within the same account (Vrij, 2003) is not
correct.

Analysis of consistency

If the witness has been interviewed repeatedly and if these interviews are
well documented in the case file, it is possible to compare the statements
in order to identify any discrepancies. Contrary to widespread assump-
tions it is not required that two or more accounts do not differ in any
detail in order to be judged as credible. Indeed it has never been claimed
that truthful accounts given at different times have to be identical (e.g.,
Arntzen, 1970, Köhnken, 2003; Undeutsch, 1967). On the contrary,
one would rather become suspicious if two statements given at different
times are almost identical (e.g., Littmann and Szcewczyk, 1983). In line
with this position recent research has shown that truthful accounts given
at different times are more or less inconsistent (see, e.g., Granhag and



P1: JBY/GLC P2: GFL

0521833752c03.xml CU1794B-Granhag July 31, 2004 13:19

54 Günther Köhnken

Strömwall, 1999, 2002). If, however, substantial discrepancies are found
in the description of the core of an event, then this would at least require
an explanation.

Evaluation of additional hypotheses

If the (partial) fabrication hypothesis is rejected, it is still possible that the
statement does not describe own experiences. The statement could be the
result of previous suggestive interviews or psychotherapeutic interpreta-
tions. In this case CBCA may produce results which are similar to the
ones obtained for truthful statements (Böhm, 1999, Erdmann, 2001).
Therefore, CBCA cannot help to decide upon a suggestion hypothesis.
Instead, based on relevant information taken from the case file and on
additional statements from other witnesses, the circumstances of the first
disclosure, the ‘birth of the statement’ is analysed. If, for example, the first
disclosure was made immediately after an alleged incident and the wit-
ness was interviewed shortly thereafter by the police, there may not have
been any room for suggestive influences, and this hypothesis can thus be
rejected. In other cases many conversations, formal and informal ques-
tionings, and perhaps psychotherapeutic sessions may have preceded the
first documented interview by the police. It will then be much more diffi-
cult, or perhaps even impossible, to rule out the possibility of suggestion
as the major source of the statement. Other hypotheses like, for example,
the possibility of a mental disease and a related inability to distinguish
fact from fantasy are usually evaluated before the witness is interviewed
and a CBCA is performed.

Final judgement of statement credibility

The final conclusion on statement credibility is the result of evaluating
all relevant hypotheses about potential sources of the statement. Data are
collected and evaluated in light of these hypotheses. A hypothesis which is
incompatible with the diagnostic findings is considered to be insufficient
and thus rejected. This process is continued until either all hypotheses
which suggest that the statement is incorrect are rejected (leaving only
the hypothesis of own experiences as the source of the statement) or
until an alternative hypothesis (i.e. one that assumes another source than
own experiences) cannot be rejected based on the available data. In this
case, the conclusion would be that SVA cannot positively confirm that
the source of the statement is the witness’s own experience. Note that
this does not automatically mean that the witness is lying. It is well pos-
sible that the statement is a truthful account of own experiences but
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due to inconclusive, ambiguous data or suggestive questioning alternative
hypotheses could not be rejected. SVA is, therefore, a one-dimensional
assessment procedure. If all other hypotheses are rejected, the hypothe-
sis of own experiences as the source of the statement remains the only
plausible explanation. Thus, SVA can be called a method for ‘detection
of the truth’ rather than a ‘lie-detection’ technique.

This does not mean, however, as Rassin (2001) has pointed out, that
CBCA is ‘exclusively directed at the detection of signs supporting credi-
bility’ (p. 273). Furthermore, the assumption that CBCA ‘seeks to con-
firm the allegations’ made by victims of alleged sexual abuse and ‘is
directed at proving that the suspect is guilty’ (p. 273) is a complete
misrepresentation of the basic idea underlying SVA and CBCA. The
extended discussion of the importance of generating and testing alter-
native hypotheses has shown that SVA, just contrary to Rassin’s (2001)
notion, indeed follows exactly the guidelines of Poppers’s (1968) falsifi-
cation theory.

Limitations of SVA

Like any other diagnostic technique or procedure, SVA has a ‘focus of
convenience’, that is, circumstances under which sufficiently reliable and
valid classification results can be expected, and situations in which it is
only of limited value or may even not be applicable at all.

No statement available

Since the major part of SVA is the content analysis of a statement, it
cannot be applied if no statement is available. This can, for example,
happen with very young children or with mentally handicapped persons.

Insufficient material

In particular circumstances a detailed statement may be available but it
may nevertheless not contain enough material that is suitable for a CBCA.
This happens sometimes in cases of alleged rape where the accused per-
son admits sexual intercourse at the location in question but denies that
it happened without the consent of the witness. The basic assumption
underlying CBCA and SVA is whether or not the witness would have been
able to fabricate the statement without having personally experienced the
event in question. If the witness has indeed been at the location and had
sexual intercourse with the accused person, then it would not be nec-
essary to fabricate the description of the location, the clothing, perhaps
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even physical characteristics of the accused person. Therefore, the diag-
nostically relevant part of the statement may, for example, be reduced to
the description of resistance, violence, and related interactions. This may
then not be sufficient to apply CBCA. It is also possible that the event in
question was rather short, simple, without any special elements (e.g., a
single inappropriate touch). If, in addition, the time interval between the
event in question and the interview is rather long, the resulting statement
may be too short to allow a thorough content analysis.

Previous suggestive questioning

Research on suggestion has shown that repeated suggestive questioning
might produce statements which are very similar to accounts of own
experiences (for reviews, see, e.g., Eisen, Quas, and Goodman, 2002;
Westcott, Davies and Bull, 2002). CBCA and SVA have been constructed
to discriminate truthful from fabricated statements, not to discriminate
truthful from suggested accounts. Recent research has shown that it may
indeed be impossible to discriminate truthful from suggested statements
using CBCA reliably (Böhm, 1999, Erdmann, 2001). Similar problems
can arise from previous psychotherapeutic treatment. Some forms of psy-
chotherapy have a considerable suggestive potential (e.g., if the therapist
suggests interpretations to the patient or if anatomically correct dolls are
used to ‘uncover’ a suspected sexual abuse).

Coaching

There is now increasing empirical evidence which shows that witnesses
can be coached to produce statements with CBCA-relevant contents.
Coached (fabricated) statements may, therefore, not be distinguishable
from truthful statements (Lösel and Raichle, 2001; Volbert and Rutta,
2001; Vrij, Kneller, and Mann, 2000; Vrij, Akehurst, Soukara, and Bull,
2002).

Inappropriate interviewing

It has been emphasised that a proper interview of the witness is required
in order to apply CBCA. It is not only important to follow the general
guidelines for good practice in interviewing (e.g., Bull, 1998). In addition,
the interview has to be focused on those aspects of the event in question
that are relevant for evaluating the initial hypotheses. We have found,
for example, that although the CBCA criteria could be reliably coded
in police interviews, the proportion of correct classifications was rather



P1: JBY/GLC P2: GFL

0521833752c03.xml CU1794B-Granhag July 31, 2004 13:19

SVA and the detection of the truth 57

poor and well below the results of other studies (Eggers, 2002; Katofsky,
2002). In the light of these results it is at least questionable whether
CBCA can reliably be applied to statements which have been generated
using insufficient interview techniques. Preferably the interview should
be conducted by a person who is experienced in CBCA and SVA.

Given these limitations of SVA it appears necessary to evaluate whether
the requirements for the application of SVA and CBCA are met. If they are
not, SVA will probably not be of much help in evaluating the truthfulness
of a statement.

Empirical foundations of SVA

Although SVA has a long tradition at least in Germany, systematic empir-
ical research, and experimental research in particular, has been rare until
fairly recently (apart from an early experimental study by Köhnken and
Wegener, 1982). Almost all of the more recent studies have evaluated the
classification accuracy of CBCA rather than the validity of the outcome of
the whole SVA procedure (see Vrij, 2003, for a review). Although inter-
rater reliability of coding of CBCA criteria is an essential prerequisite
for valid classifications, systematic research on this issue is even more
recent.

Interrater reliability

Since CBCA is a major part of Statement Validity Analysis, a reliable
coding of the criteria is essential for valid classifications of statements
as fabricated or truthful. Identifying CBCA criteria in transcribed state-
ments, particularly in children’s accounts, is a rather complex task which
requires a good deal of training and experience. Without any training,
little consistency/agreement can be expected in the in the coding of CBCA
criteria between raters (interrater agreement) as well as for the repeated
coding of the same statements by one coder (interrater agreement). This
will result in high proportions of error variance in the outcome of content
analysis. As a consequence, it will be less likely to find significant differ-
ences between truthful and fabricated statements. Vrij (2003) found in
a review of thirty-seven studies on CBCA and SVA that in most of these
studies the differences in CBCA scores were in the predicted direction
but sometimes missed the significance levels. It is well possible that some
of the failures to significantly discriminate truthful from fabricated state-
ments were due to insufficient training of the coders.

In order to reduce error variance in CBCA coding we have developed
a thorough training programme for coders which has been used in all our
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Table 3.3 Components of CBCA coder training

1. Reading of relevant book chapters, research papers, and detailed descriptions of CBCA
criteria

2. Lectures on observation and rating methods and common rating errors
3. Presentation of extended criteria descriptions; discussion of positive and negative

examples (i.e., sequences which are likely to be erroneously assigned to a certain
criterion) of each criterion, homework assignment

4. Discussion and evaluation of homework, rehearsal of criteria descriptions, identification
of criteria in transcribed statements, homework assignment

5. Discussion and evaluation of homework, introduction of rating scale, presentation and
discussion of examples, homework assignment

6. Discussion and evaluation of homework, application of rating scale to transcribed
statements, discussion of consistencies and discrepancies, comparison with expert
ratings, homework assignment

7. Discussion and evaluation of homework, discussion with experts, presentation and
discussion of examples of transcribed statements

Table 3.4 Agenda of day 4 of CBCA coder training

09:00–10:00 Knowledge test, rehearsal of criteria definitions
10:00–11:30 Evaluation and discussion of homework, comparison of criteria

ratings, discussion of discrepant ratings
11:30–12:30 Analysis of example statement, identification of criteria, feedback,

and discussion
12:30–13:30 Break
13:30–14:15 Group work: generation of 2–3 examples of a subset of criteria
14:15–15:00 Discussion of examples, participants identify criteria in transcribed

statements
Homework
assignment

Generation of additional examples

studies on CBCA since the mid-1990s (e.g., Höfer, 1995; Köhnken and
Höfer, 1999). The programme extends over three full weeks with five
days a week and 7–8 hours per day during week 2 and 3 and comprises
several components (see Table 3.3). The agenda of a typical training day
is shown in Table 3.4. Several studies have been conducted to assess
the effects of this training package on inter- and intra-rater agreement
using different indices of reliability (Eggers, 2002; Köhnken and Höfer,
1999; Krause, 1997; Petersen, 1997). In one of these studies (Petersen,
1997) three groups of coders read several articles and book chapters
on CBCA, or attended a university seminar on statement credibility and
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SVA, or participated in the training programme. A control group received
no treatment at all. Different selections of several transcribed statements
were coded according to the CBCA criteria before and after training.
In addition, raters re-coded the same statements again after a delay of
three weeks in order to assess the intrarater agreement or stability of the
codings.

The CBCA criteria were coded on five-point rating-scales ranging from
0 = ‘not present’ to 4 = ‘strongly present’. A five-point scale was used
(rather than three-point scales which have been applied in a number of
other studies) because it proved to be more sensitive for smaller differ-
ences between truthful and fabricated statements.1 Four indices of inter-
rater agreement were used (kappa (Cohen, 1960; Fleiss, 1971), Maxwell’s
RE (Maxwell, 1977), percent agreement, and correlation) because each
of these indices has its particular strengths and weaknesses. Kappa, for
example, has the advantage of correcting for random agreement but may
give inappropriate results in cases of asymmetric margin distributions
(Petersen, 1997; Köhnken and Höfer, 1999). A correlation coefficient,
on the other hand, underestimates the actual agreement when the vari-
ance is small (e.g., if raters highly agree that a particular criterion is not
present). Training significantly increased the average interrater agree-
ment across all criteria and all statements from around above 40 per cent
in the baseline condition to almost 70 per cent whereas no improvement
was achieved in the reading, seminar, and not training control group.
The pattern of results was highly similar when agreement was expressed
in terms of kappa or Maxwell’s RE.

These results show that just reading texts on CBCA and SVA or attend-
ing a seminar does not increase inter-rater agreement substantially com-
pared to a no-treatment control group. A retest shows that these effects
appear to be fairly stable over a delay of three weeks with an average intra-
rater agreement around 75 per cent, as compared to around 50 per cent
in all other groups. Six similar studies using different groups of raters and
different statements lead to similar results.

When we looked at the interrater reliability for each individual CBCA
criterion we found that the majority of discrepancies are not larger than
one point on a five-point scale. For sixteen out of the nineteen reality
criteria more than 90 per cent of the ratings did not differ more than one
point on a five-point rating scale. Agreement between raters never fell
below 80 per cent.

Taken together these results show that CBCA criteria can be coded
at reliability levels which are comparable to the ones reported for com-
mon personality questionnaires. However, sufficient levels of intra- and
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interrater agreement were achieved only after thorough training. Without
such training a high level of error variance may cover differences of small
magnitude between fabricated and truthful statement.

Validity of CBCA scores

Vrij (2003) has recently reviewed thirty-seven (English language) stud-
ies on CBCA. He found that the expected differences were found in
CBCA scores between liars and truth-tellers in all experimental research
paradigms (actual involvement, watching a video or statements derived
from memory). The findings published so far also support the assump-
tion that CBCA is not restricted to statements of children who have been
victims of sexual abuse but can also be used with adults and with different
types of crime. Furthermore, the hypothesis that truth-tellers will obtain
higher total CBCA scores than liars was examined in twelve of the studies
reviewed by Vrij (2003), and in eleven out of these studies the hypothesis
was supported. The differences were always in the expected direction but
they were not always statistically significant. However, this may be due
to insufficient training or to insensitive three-point rating scales.

The proportion of correct classifications in the studies reviewed by Vrij
(2003) varied from 65 to 90 per cent with an average accuracy rate for
truths of 73 per cent and for lies of 72 per cent. A recent experiment with
144 children that was not included in Vrij’s review found an accuracy rate
for false statements of 95 per cent and for correct statements of 75 per
cent (Niehaus, 2001). These results clearly contradict Rassin’s (2001)
notion that investigations have ‘suggested that CBCA primarily yields
false positive results’ (p. 269) and that ‘CBCA suffers from an inherent
truth bias, which results in an alarmingly high number of false positive
decisions’ (p. 276).

Conclusions

SVA has now been widely accepted by many courts in continental Europe
(Germany, Switzerland, Austria, the Netherlands, Sweden) as well as in
the United Kingdom. Recently the German Supreme Court has ruled
that SVA is the method of choice whenever psychological experts submit
their opinion regarding the credibility of a statement to a court. Similar
rulings exist, for example, in Switzerland. Obviously, this acceptance is
the result of a strongly increased empirical, mainly experimental, research
during the past two decades. Furthermore, attempts to develop a theoret-
ical framework for SVA, to link CBCA to approaches like, for example,
Reality Monitoring (Alonso-Quecuty, 1992; Johnson and Raye, 1981;
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Sporer and Küpper, 1995, Sporer, this volume) and to apply basic prin-
ciples of diagnostic procedures and hypothesis testing have substantially
helped to advance SVA as a scientific method and increase its acceptance.

This does not mean that SVA claims to be the ultimate solution to all
legal problems. Like any other diagnostic procedures it has its strengths
and weaknesses and its limitations. However, the question is not whether
or not SVA is perfect in distinguishing truthful from incorrect accounts.
Instead, the crucial question is whether or not SVA is significantly better in
identifying the credibility of a statement than other judgement procedures
which are also available. Polygraph techniques are not always applicable
and in many countries not admissible as evidence. Global judgements
of credibility by laypersons almost invariably result in accuracy rates
around chance level. Research on non-verbal indicators of deception
has in the past primarily focused at group differences and has not yet
sufficiently proved to be applicable in the assessment of individual
statements.
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NOTE

1. The limited sensitivity of three-point rating scales may be another reason for
the failure to find significant differences in some studies although differences
in the CBCA scores were in the predicted direction.


