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Authors’ Note: This article reviews the 
association between alcohol and sexual 
offending and discusses the available evi-
dence using the framework of the Integrat-
ed Risk Assessment and Treatment System 
(IRATS) Model, which was developed by 
Jeffrey Abracen and Jan Looman. Applying 
the IRATS Model, the evidence suggests that 
alcohol use and abuse interacts with other 
known risk factors associated with commit-
ting sexual offenses. These risk factors include 
negative emotionality (e.g., anger manage-
ment) and attachment-related difficulties.

The notion that substance abuse is related 
to violent behavior is hardly new. Based 
on decades of research, it is fair to say that 
issues associated with substance abuse are 
well-established as relevant to the under-
standing of violent offending generally and 
sexual offending specifically. As early as 
1998, Andrews and Bonta included issues 
associated with substance abuse as one of 
the “central eight” risk factors in their now 
ubiquitous Risk Need Responsivity (RNR) 
Model. These authors posited that substance 
abuse was related to an increased risk of 
recidivism among offender populations. 
Given the influential nature of the RNR 
Model, it is hardly surprising that issues 
associated with substance abuse have been 
incorporated into various well-regarded risk 

assessment instruments (e.g., the Hare Psy-
chopathy Checklist-Revised; Hare, 2003).

The purpose of this article is not to argue 
that substance abuse issues are relevant 
to understanding sexual offending, but to 
examine whether particular patterns of 
substance abuse are associated with dif-
ferent patterns of violent offending. If this 
were to be the case, then such data might 
offer suggestions as to how to best approach 
issues associated with substance abuse with 
different groups of violent offenders. This 
article argues that the available evidence 
suggests that individuals who commit 
sexual offenses demonstrate more difficul-
ties with alcohol abuse than with drug abuse 
compared to groups who commit violent 
nonsexual offenses.

After discussing the relevant research, 
this article discusses how these findings 
may be applied in clinical practice.

Preliminary Cautions Related to Prior 
Research

Before discussing the research associated 
with differential patterns of substance abuse 
among individuals who commit violent 
nonsexual offenses—referred to in this 
article simply as “violent offenders”—and 
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Protocol for 
Assessing the 
Reliability 
of Child Sex 
Abuse 
Allegations
by Marvin W. Acklin, Ph.D., 
ABPP, ABAP

Editor’s Note: This article pro-
vides conceptual tools, a vocabulary, 
and a framework for assessing the 
reliability of child sexual abuse alle-
gations utilizing an evidence-based 
review of the literature. It is consis-
tent with best practice guidelines in 
forensic psychology (APA, 2013). The 
article is written by a board-certified 
forensic psychologist with several 
decades of experience in criminal 
and family court from the perspec-
tive of a defense expert, although the 
concepts, factors, and procedures are 
common to both defense and prosecu-
tion of cases.

In addition to criminal prosecu-
tions, child sex abuse allegations 
commonly arise in child protection 
matters, divorce/custody disputes, 
and other civil litigation. These alle-
gations are high stakes situations for 
both children and the accused.

An effective forensic analysis 
requires a collaboration between the 
forensic specialist and an attorney 
who is comfortable in this line of 
work and knowledgeable about rules 
of discovery and communications 
with the court. In many respects, 
the attorney must have special sub-
ject matter expertise to effectively 
prosecute or defend a sex abuse 
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allegation case and to effectively elicit 
and critique testimony from the testifying 
expert. The forensic analysis and defense 
of a sex abuse case is labor intensive and 
expensive, often beyond the defendant’s 
pay grade.

Forensic clinicians may be called to 
provide analysis of allegations and to 
provide testimony in family, criminal, 
or civil court. Given the complexity and 
typically fraught nature of these situa-
tions, the forensic clinician should pos-
sess advanced subject matter expertise 
on children’s developmental abilities, 
contexts of allegations, forensic inter-
viewing, workings of the legal system, 
and a structured protocol for organizing 

and analyzing the data. The qualifications 
of the expert should be clearly presented 
in a curriculum vitae.

Systematic and Critical Analysis of Data
It is not the forensic evaluator’s objec-

tive to decide on or testify on whether 
the alleged sex abuse occurred and the 
credibility of the complaining witness. 
This is properly the domain of the trier of 
fact. Rather, it is the forensic evaluator’s 
role to perform a systematic and critical 
analysis of the evidence to determine the 
data’s integrity and reliability and whether 
the data are sufficient to support the alle-
gations. This is typically in the form of a 
report to the referring attorney, court, or the 
referring agency. In a legal proceeding, the 
evaluator may be called to appear at a depo-
sition, a preliminary evidentiary hearing 
(e.g., a “taint” hearing on the admissibility 
of evidence), or a trial. Preparation with 
the attorney is critical for providing clear 
testimony on the procedures, findings, and 
conclusions. It is critical that the evaluator 
analyzes his or her sources of bias and 
adversarial allegiance. A methodology for 
analyzing competing hypotheses, such as 

analysis of competing hypotheses (ACH; 
Heuer, 2005), is a useful means to testing 
alternate hypotheses and controlling for 
confirmation bias.

Initial Considerations in Reviewing Data
Data typically includes reports from par-

ents, treating clinicians, law enforcement, 
and child welfare; polygraph examinations; 
reports of guardians ad litem; and video 
forensic interviews. Transcripts and video 
may be used as discovery in a prosecution 
or defense. A high-quality analysis of the 
forensic interview requires specialized 
knowledge and is best conducted with a 
structured analytic protocol utilizing a 
transcript of the child forensic interview 
(commonly obtained from a court reporter) 
in addition to record review.

The NCAC’s forensic interview analysis 
guideline serves a framework for analyzing 
the case history and interview. It directs a 
systematic review of the interview (assisted 
by video and transcript), including assess-
ment of disclosure and case-related data 
obtained from other sources. The critical 
analysis guide establishes the foundation 
for the forensic work product. The final 
contents are as follows:

 1.  Interview data (dates, names, time, 
legal caption);

 2. Disclosure factors;

 3.  Attempts were made to decrease poten-
tial coercive elements;

 4. Specific details recounted;

 5.  Developmental assessment of disclosure;

 6. Emotional content;

 7. Behavioral checklist results;

 8.  Corroborative information/confirma-
tory factors;

 9. Motivational factors;

10. Alternative explanations; and

11. Summary of findings and opinions.

Practitioners should always organize their 
files with the expectation of full disclosure.

Experts will primarily focus on the 
video recording of the forensic inter-
views of the child and the associated tran-
scripts. Transcripts of forensic interviews 
are necessary for a microanalysis of the 
disclosures and to determine whether 
the interview was conducted using best 
practice guidelines. Although a variety of 
schemes for the analysis of witness state-
ments (e.g., criteria-based content analy-
ses) have been studied for decades, these 
have produced mostly mediocre results 
(Oberlader et al., 2021).

There is a large professional literature on 
child forensic interviewing highlighting the 
need for specialized skills and continuous 
training and peer review. Experts necessar-
ily have an understanding of this research 
and a structured methodology to assess the 
quality of the forensic interview.

General Considerations. When review-
ing the data, the expert should consider the 
following.

Context. What is the family/relationship 
and legal context of the disclosure?

Credibility. What is the form of the 
disclosure—video, third-hand report, tran-
scripts? How credible are the disclosures in 
terms of specific behaviors and situation?

Compromise. Often the victim of the 
alleged abuse will be interviewed multiple 
times by multiple people, including parents, 
therapists, and police officers. How many 
times has the victim been interviewed and 
by whom? Have alternate interviewers 
produced evidence such as audio or video 
recordings? What were the interviewer’s 
qualifications and training?

Confirmation. The first forensic inter-
view is usually considered the best evidence 
but is subject to a number of qualifications. 
These include the child’s age and competen-
cy; period since emergence of disclosure; 
and pre-interview taint. Multiple forensic 
interviews may be necessary for children 
who are reluctant to disclose. Extended 
structured forensic interview protocols 
have been promulgated by the National 
Children’s Advocacy Center (NCAC) in 
Huntsville, AL.

Age of Victim. The interview of young 
children (less than five years-of-age) 
is extremely challenging and requires 
considerable skill on the interviewer’s 
part. Was the interview competently 
conducted by a qualified interviewer? 

The chain of custody is critical to determining 
the reliability of the disclosure and 

whether it has been influenced 
by nonprofessional interviewers or other 

influences, including parents.
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Was the interview protocol based on 
recommended guidelines (e.g., NICHD 
interview protocol)?

Considerations Related to Interview-
er’s Expertise. When untrained or inexpert 
interviewers get it wrong, the consequences 
can be calamitous. The notorious Wee Care 
Nursery and McMartin Preschool cases, 
which involved allegations of child sexual 
abuse, dismemberment, animal slaugh-
ter, and satanic ritual abuse, are sobering 
examples. In those cases, the consensus was 
that untrained interviewers played a key role 
in those tragedies. Based on experiences 
like these, since the 1980s and 1990s best 

practice standards have been developed 
based on an understanding of children’s 
memory and suggestibility for the conduct 
of child forensic interviews. Yet, in some 
jurisdictions, police officers conduct inter-
views, some with and some without proper 
qualifications in forensic interviews, often 
in a police station. In observing a forensic 
interview, the difference between a trained 
and untrained interviewer is immediately 
obvious. 

Outside Influences and Chain of Cus-
tody. The chain of custody is a most critical 
aspect of the process in determining the 
reliability of the disclosure and whether 
it has been influenced by nonprofessional 
interviewers or other influences, includ-
ing parents, who frequently interview and 
video the child themselves. It has been 
shown that children’s disclosures may be 
influenced by overhearing conversations 
by family members or others, including 
rumors (Principe & Schindewolf, 2012). 
The examiner must first consider any 
potential influences on the disclosure and 
chain of custody.

Initial Report. To whom was the initial 
disclosure made? How was the disclosure 
reported to authorities?

Contamination. Has the chain of disclo-
sure been contaminated? Is there evidence 
that others have interviewed the child? Is 
there evidence that the child has been vid-
eotaped by a parent or others?

Documentation. Have the allegations 
been properly documented according to best 
practice guidelines? Can taint be ruled out?

Changes to Report. Has the victim’s 
disclosure changed over time?

Competency. Is the child a competent 
witness? Are the allegations plausible?

Mistake Versus Fabricated Allegations. 
Is the allegation based on a mistake of fact? 
Are the allegations fully fabricated?

Potential for Permanent Contamina-
tion. Both child and adult memories may be 
permanently altered due to contamination. 
Thus, the child may come to believe that 
they were abused. This poses a problem for 
the court and future providers since it may 
provoke a repetitive cycle of allegations.

Structured Forensic Interviews Using 
Revised Protocol

There is clear support for using struc-
tured forensic interviews in child abuse 
investigations sufficient to establish struc-
tured forensic interviews as a standard of 
care (e.g., the NICHD Protocol; Lamb et 
al., 2007; Lamb et al., 2008; Orbach et al., 
2000). These interviews have been shown 
to enhance the quality (“likely accuracy”) 
of child forensic interviews. A revision of 
the standard NICHD Protocol, commonly 
referred to as the Revised Protocol (RP), 
was designed to “both enhance rapport 
between children and interviewers and 
provide additional nonsuggestive support to 
suspected victims who might be reluctant to 
make allegations” (Hershkowitz & Lamb, 
2020, p. 176). The RP has been shown to 
increase the accuracy of allegation determi-
nations (Hershkowitz et al., 2014).

National Child Advocacy Center. 
Most states and U.S. territories have a 
mandated reporting statute, and many 
jurisdictions are part of the nationwide 
National Child Advocacy Center (called 
locally the Children’s Justice Center), 
where children are interviewed by trained 
forensic interviewers in a child-friend-
ly setting (typically observed by law 
enforcement and child welfare workers). 
In many jurisdictions, mental health pro-
fessionals are strongly discouraged against 

interviewing children who report possible 
sexual abuse.

Recommended  Methodo logy. 
Although a consensus on best practices 
remains elusive (Faller & Everson, 2012), 
NCAC has proposed a methodology for 
evaluating sex abuse allegations, including 
child forensic interviews and case material. 
A definitive discussion of this issue can 
be found in Everson et al. (2012), which 
describes the best practice in child forensic 
evaluations. Citing the American Profes-
sional Society on the Abuse of Children 
guidelines, Everson and colleagues out-
line the best practice methodology for the 
comprehensive child forensic evaluation 
as follows:

• Using a broad range of information 
sources to do a comprehensive search 
for evidence supporting or refuting the 
allegation;

• Weighting substantive evidence based on 
the degree of independent corroboration;

• Testing alternative hypotheses; and

• Constructing case-specific narratives 
to account for available evidence 
(APSAC, 1997, p. 76. 

Other prominent theorists and research-
ers have proposed structured methods for 
analyzing the reliability of sexual abuse 
disclosures by children (Kuehnle & Connell 
2009; O’Donohue et al., 2010; O’Donohue 
et al., 2013).
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