
Preamble

In Finland, specialised university hospital units have taken on much 
of the role of the Barnahus in other Nordic countries, ensuring a child-
friendly and expert environment for child interviews in cases of suspected 
crimes against children. The personnel consist of multi-professional teams 
including expertise in forensic psychology, paediatrics, child psychiatry 
and social work. There are units in the country’s five university hospitals, 
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thus covering the whole country. The units provide expert assistance when 
required by the police, in practically all cases involving preschool and 
young school-aged children as well as particularly vulnerable child victims. 
Finnish guidelines promote a  hypothesis -testing approach and the use 
of expert interviewers (forensic psychologists with knowledge of human 
memory, child interviewing strategies, child development and suggestibil-
ity issues as well as the phenomena of child disclosure and trauma) within 
the pre-trial process, ensuring an evidence-based practice of investigating 
child abuse suspicions.

Introduction

In Finland, children under the age of 15 (and, as of 2016, in many 
cases 18) are not required to be present in court to testify. Instead, their 
testimony is usually recorded in the pre-trial (criminal) investigation. 
Interviews must be conducted according to best practice. Emphasis has 
been put on nationwide investigative interviewer training, including 
supervision and feedback. A particular feature of the Finnish system is 
the use of experts in forensic psychology within child abuse investiga-
tions. Another cornerstone within the Finnish system is the explicit use 
of a hypothesis-testing approach throughout the process.

Interviews with older children are normally conducted by the police, 
whereas preschool children, children with disabilities or communica-
tional problems or children in cases that for other reasons are deemed 
to be particularly demanding are usually interviewed in the expert units. 
The units operate within the framework of the pre-trial investigation, 
and interviews within the units are monitored by the police in charge of 
the investigation but conducted by expert psychologists with training in 
forensic interviewing.

This chapter will present the legal and scientific framework of the 
units with a particular focus on the largest of these, the Child Forensic 
Psychology Unit at the University of Helsinki, founded in 2006 and 
inspired by the Icelandic Barnahus. The focus of the chapter is twofold: 
on the investigative interviews conducted by the forensic psychologists 
as well as the investigative process culminating in the expert statement 
delivered for the police and the court.
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The Legal and Theoretical Framework 
for Assessing Allegations of Crimes Against 
Children in Finland

In a famous Finnish case in the 1990s, a preschool-aged boy, “Niko”, 
played games, which were perceived as sexual in nature, with his pre-
school friends. This led to a concern that Niko might have been sexu-
ally abused. Niko was interviewed and taken into custody. He was not 
allowed to live with his parents until years later, when it was realised 
that the allegation was most likely unfounded and that the investigative 
interview with Niko had been severely suggestive.

At the beginning of the 2000s, analyses of Finnish investigative inter-
views in cases of suspected child sexual abuse (CSA) showed that these 
were often highly suggestive (Korkman et al. 2008b). Similar find-
ings were made in other Nordic countries (e.g. Cederborg et al. 2000; 
Thoresen et al. 2006; Thoresen et al. 2009), showing that investigative 
interviews were often of poor quality.

As the child interview is often the most important piece of evidence 
in an abuse investigation, the importance of a high-quality inter-
view cannot be too strongly emphasised. Interviews of poor quality 
might in many ways risk the well-being of the child; in cases where 
abuse has not occurred, children may be removed from their fami-
lies without due reason (false-positive errors), while in actual cases of 
abuse, poor interviews may fail to recognise actually occurring abuse 
 (false-negative errors).

In Finland, the realisation that investigative child interviewing  
warrants particular skills led to the development of guidelines (Taskinen 
2003; Duodecim 2013; Ellonen 2013), training (Lahtinen et al. in 
press) and the creation of the specialised units, to ensure a child-friendly 
and expert setting for investigating crimes against children (Law 2009). 
It was decided that the investigations would be clearly separated from 
therapeutic processes and that mental health professionals assisting the 
judicial system be specially trained for this task.

As children in Finland give their evidence during the pre-trial inves-
tigation, all interviews are electronically recorded and transcribed word 
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for word, enabling careful analyses of the information provided. In 
order to ensure the right to a fair trial, the defendant may watch the 
recorded child interview and pose questions to the child through the 
interviewer.

Evidence-Based Child Interviewing

A forensic interview of a child is a developmentally sensitive and legally 
sound method of gathering factual information regarding allegations of 
abuse or exposure to violence. This interview is conducted by a compe-
tently trained, neutral professional utilizing research and practice-informed 
techniques as part of a larger investigative process (Newlin et al. 2015, 1).

Forensic child interviewing has been extensively researched, and there 
are widely endorsed best practice guidelines (e.g. Lamb et al. 2007). 
The most researched is the NICHD interviewing protocol, which is the 
standard in many countries (for an international review, including 
Finland and Norway, see LaRooy et al. 2015). The protocol improves 
the quality, and increases the amount, of reliable information in child 
interviews (e.g. Lamb et al. 2002, 2003; Sternberg et al. 2001), regard-
less of the child’s age (Lamb et al. 2003). It is semi-structured and flex-
ible and thus requires modification according to the suspicion at hand. 
This modification requires expertise on the part of the interviewer, and 
the interviews are thoroughly planned, bearing in mind the alternative 
hypotheses to the suspicion.

While the use of the NICHD protocol is associated with a lowered 
risk of false-negative errors (Lamb et al. 2007), the hypothesis-testing 
approach, and especially its application within the interview itself, may 
be considered a safeguard against false-positives errors and interviewer 
bias (Rohrabaug and London 2016). For instance, where the alternative 
hypothesis is that an abuse suspicion is the result of a parent coaching 
the child, the interviewer may pose questions about how the suspecting 
party found out about the allegation and how the child and this per-
son have discussed the matter; especially in the case of older children, 
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interviewers may also incorporate elements from other interview 
 methods, in particular the cognitive interview (Memon et al. 2010; for 
an overview of different research protocols see, for example, Melinder 
and Korkman 2010).

Previous research (Korkman et al. 2008a; Lamb et al. 2003) has 
shown that the language used by child interviewers is often develop-
mentally inappropriate. Children who witnesses in court have also 
reported that they didn’t understand the language and that they experi-
enced witnessing as traumatic (Plotnikoff and Woolfson 2004).

Needless to say, successful investigative interviews with children must 
fit the developmental level of the child. Children with problematic or 
developing communication skills may need expert assistance to com-
municate at their best level. An initial interview or linguistic assessment 
may be carried out with young children or children who have devel-
opmental difficulties, to assess the child’s capacities as a witness. Tools 
(dolls, body diagrams) are not recommended or used in Finland (as rec-
ommended by research, see, for example, Poole et al. 2011; Poole and 
Dickinson 2011); however, the child may draw (e.g. an overview of the 
building) and write within the interview as a supplement to the verbal 
account.

While research previously cautioned against the repeated interviewing 
of children, underlining the risks associated with repeated suggestive inter-
viewing (e.g. Bruck and Ceci 2004; Melnyk and Bruck 2004), recent 
research indicates that conducting more than one interview can have 
advantages in terms of an increase in information (LaRooy et al. 2008). 
One of the key concepts behind the Barnahus model is avoiding a sec-
ondary traumatisation of the child, which may occur, for instance, if the 
child is forced to talk about the abuse repeatedly to different agencies. 
This is also emphasised in the Children’s Advocacy Centres (CACs) lit-
erature in the USA, stating that “CACs have aimed to change the practice 
of forensic child interviewing by coordinating multiple investigations, limit-
ing the number of interviews and interviewers children have, and provid-
ing “child friendly” locations for interviews” (Cross et al. 2007, 1032). This 
evaluation of CAC interviews notes that children are usually interviewed 
once or twice in the CAC and in the vast majority of cases by the same 
interviewer.
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Guidelines in Finland are flexible with regard to the number of inter-
views per child, and children in the Helsinki unit are (2006–2012) 
interviewed twice on average. Recent US recommendations suggest that 
more than one interview may be necessary to ensure children are given 
a real opportunity to communicate their experiences; however, impor-
tantly, they note that the risks associated with repeated questioning 
must be acknowledged and that potentially repeated interviews should 
always be conducted appropriately (i.e. not suggestively): “However, 
some children require more time and familiarity to become comfortable 
and to develop trust in both the process and the interviewer. Recent research 
indicates that multiple interview sessions may allow reluctant, young, or 
traumatized children the opportunity to more clearly and completely share 
information” (Cross et al. 2007, 11).

Conducting Child Abuse Assessments 
in University Hospital Units

University hospital teams consist of experts in forensic and developmental 
psychology, social workers familiar with child protection, child psychia-
trists and paediatricians specialised in the field. The units serve as multi-
professional sites where all the information concerning a particular child 
can be shared among the police, health care and social work professionals 
in order to make informed decisions about how to proceed in a situation 
where an abuse allegation has been raised. The premises are child friendly, 
with a waiting room furnished with play areas with toys, books, games 
and magazines. The interview room itself is calm, with pleasant furniture 
but avoiding an abundance of stimuli (as recommended by, for instance, 
Poole and Lamb 1998, as these may distract the child).

The expert assistance can take many forms depending on the case 
under investigation. One of the central roles is to assist the police in 
conducting interviews with young children or children with disabilities. 
Psychologists with training in child development and forensic inter-
viewing conduct the interviews within the units. The police and other 
professionals (e.g. the child’s attorney, the prosecutor, a child psychia-
trist, the defence lawyer) follow the interviews live through a video-link.
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The police also turn to the units in particularly complicated cases, 
such as severe custody disputes. Custody disputes are arguably among 
the most complicated circumstances in which to investigate abuse alle-
gations, it is necessary in virtually all cases to consider the possibility 
that the child(ren) may have been manipulated or coached (Hendershot 
and Bow 2013).

Since the founding of the specialised units, collaboration with the 
police has developed to include a wide range of collaboration forms. 
The unit can consult for or supervise the police in planning and con-
ducting the interview as well as give feedback on interviews, something 
which has the long-term benefit of strengthening expertise within the 
police (Lamb et al. 2002).

In many cases, the units write expert statements for the purpose of 
the judicial process. Within these statements, the background of the 
allegation is detailed along with the alternative hypotheses formulated 
for the suspected abuse. The collected facts are then analysed, and the 
different hypotheses are weighed against these. The statements do not 
include opinions on whether a crime has occurred or not and are not 
binding in the court, but may serve as important information in the 
cases (see, for example, the Finnish Supreme Court decision 2014: 48).1

Cases at the Helsinki Unit Between 2006 
and 20122

During the first 6 years, 224 children were interviewed at the Helsinki 
unit.3 The children were 3–16 years, with more than half (55%) below 
the age of 7. More than half of the interviewed children had psycho-
logical, neurological or developmental difficulties. In 25% of the cases, 
a custody dispute preceded the suspicion. Many of the families had 
problems related to substance abuse, mental health problems and/or 
a history with the child welfare services. The hospital units investigate 
both physical and sexual abuse allegations, although initially, emphasis 
was on child sexual abuse cases as these were deemed to be particularly 
challenging. Below is an overview of the child sexual abuse allegations 
assessed between 2006 and 2012.
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In 45% of the suspected child sexual abuse cases, the suspect was the 
child’s biological father, in 35% a person outside the family and in 5% 
a stepfather. It is important to note that according to research, child 
sexual abuse committed by a biological father is uncommon compared 
to other perpetrators (0.02%; Fagerlund et al. 2014 86–87). In cases of 
suspected physical abuse, the father was the most common suspect, fol-
lowed by the mother.

When observing the outcomes of the assessments (Korkman et al. 2012), 
the child sexual abuse hypothesis was confirmed in ¼ of the cases, while in 
½ of the cases, a rivalry hypothesis received more support (in the remain-
ing ¼ of the cases, the outcome of the investigation remained inconclu-
sive). The child sexual abuse cases which were least likely to be confirmed 
involved preschool (<7yrs) children, custody disputes, a suspected bio-
logical father and the non-existence of other evidence for the suspected 
abuse. Importantly, while more than 70% of the children interviewed 
were deemed in need of assessment or therapy, this need was equally great 
among children in cases assessed to be unfounded. This implies that rather 
than seeing psychological symptoms as indicators of abuse, they can also 
lead to or be the result of unfounded suspicions.

The Investigative Method at the Helsinki Unit

Key elements of the Finnish model of assessing child abuse allegations 
are explained below, along with case examples to describe the methods 
used in practice.

Formulating Alternative Hypotheses to the Allegation

It is recommended that investigators in Finland use a hypothesis-testing 
approach (Current Care Guidelines 2013; Ellonen 2013). After carefully 
assessing the available background information, alternative hypoth-
eses to the suspected abuse are formulated (e.g. Poole and Lamb 1998; 
Rohrabaugh et al. 2016). The approach follows the principle stated 
by Dale and Gould (2014) who advocate for a “neutral, objective, and 
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even-handed hypothesis-testing stance” by forensic experts and stress the 
need to use “appropriate interviewing techniques, data collection from 
multiple sources, and consideration of multiple hypotheses” (ibid., 171).

Within the initial assessment of the case, particular attention is 
paid to how the allegation came about, risk factors for abuse, identi-
fying potential risks for pre-interview suggestion or misunderstandings, 
wrong interpretations or deliberate lies, and so on. Examples of alterna-
tive hypotheses in cases of suspected child sexual abuse may include (see 
Herman 2009):

• Child sexual abuse has occurred.
• The allegation has arisen from a misunderstanding (e.g. the suspect 

was helping the child wash).
• The child has seen porn/sexual material and, therefore, has knowl-

edge about adult sexuality.
• The child’s account is due to repetitive suggestive discussions with an 

adult (e.g. custody disputes).
• The child is lying (e.g. to cover up their own shame when getting 

caught masturbating).

In acute cases, where there are injuries or photo/video evidence, the 
focus is on interviewing the child as quickly as possible; however, in 
cases where a long time has passed since the alleged events, the need for 
thorough information collecting and analysis is stronger and the need to 
interview the child is not deemed as acute as in a recent case.

Acknowledging different possible hypotheses at the outset of 
the investigation is in the best interests of the child: if a suspicion is 
unfounded, the child will not be traumatised by, for instance, being 
unduly removed from their parents. Also, if all other relevant hypoth-
eses to an allegation have been carefully addressed, the interview is more 
likely to be considered reliable evidence in court.

The case4 below illustrates how alternative hypotheses are formulated 
in a case of suspected child physical abuse.

A five-year-old boy, whose parents had separated, returned from a stay 
with his mother with a bruised cheek. According to the father, the boy 
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said his mother had hit him. The father filed a police report. The par-
ents had divorced two years earlier, after which their relationship had 
been strained. A family court had ordered the boy to live with his mother 
with visits to his father. The parents had previously accused one another 
of physical abuse. Based on the initial information, three hypotheses were 
formulated: (1) the boy had been physically abused by his mother, (2) the 
suspicion was due to a misunderstanding between the father and the son, 
fuelled by the hostile relationship between the parents and (3) the child 
fabricated an account of physical abuse to gain attention or approval from 
his father. Because of the possible effect of the parent’s tense relationship 
on the boy, it was decided that both parents would take turns to take the 
boy to his interviews.

The boy came to his first interview with his mother. When asked about 
the bruise on his cheek, he replied that he had fallen with his kick-bike 
and hurt his face. At his second interview with his father, the boy said his 
mother had hit him in the face. When the interviewer then asked if the 
hitting had left any marks, the boy referred to the bruise on the cheek. 
When confronted with the discrepancy in his accounts, the boy said the 
bruise was from his mother hitting him and that he didn’t know why he 
had told the interviewer otherwise previously. In his third interview, when 
again brought by his mother, the boy told the interviewer that the bruise 
was from when he had fallen. When he again was confronted with the 
discrepancy in his accounts, he gave additional details about the situation 
where he had fallen. The conclusion was that all the tested hypotheses 
were supported to some degree, and thus, the outcome of the investiga-
tion was inconclusive. It should be noted that there were no reports made 
to persons outside the immediate family indicating physical abuse by 
either parent; instead, there was much concern about the effects of the 
difficult relationship between the parents on the boy’s development. 
The parents were provided with psycho-education about the effects of 
an ongoing parental dispute on children and the means to handle their 
strained relation better.

In cases such as this, the possible contamination of the child’s account 
needs to be taken into consideration when planning and conducting the 
interview. Had this child only been interviewed when accompanied by 
one particular parent, the investigation would possibly have been severely 
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flawed. In many Barnahus (e.g. Stockholm), children are often accom-
panied by persons other than the parents (for instance, a support person 
from the school or similar) to the interview, which is likely to reduce the 
risk of immediate pre-interview contamination, at least to some extent.

Assessing the Emergence and Background Information 
of the Suspicion

Suspicions of child abuse form a diverse array of cases, and no one 
procedure can cater for all cases. Instead, investigations must be flex-
ible and when necessary, very quick in operation. Some suspicions are 
vague and require thorough assessments of the background informa-
tion. Information concerning the child and the suspicion provided by 
the child welfare services, healthcare information and information from 
the school or kindergarten and so on may differentiate long-lasting 
abuse and neglect from single instances of less severe forms of abuse. 
The background information helps direct the interventions undertaken 
in line with the best interests of the child. In acute cases, the priority is 
on hearing the child immediately, rather than gathering large amounts 
of background information.

One of the most important phases when investigating an abuse suspi-
cion is the screening of background information to assess whether there 
is a cause for suspecting abuse. In cases of suspected child sexual abuse, 
Faust and colleagues state that “the great majority of errors in the detec-
tion of sexually abused children occur during Phase 1 or screening. Every 
sexually abused child who is not referred is a certain error. Every nonabused 
child who is referred is a potential error, and some of these potential errors 
turn into actual ones during Phase 2 or evaluation. … there is essentially no 
question that a fairly substantial percentage of nonabused children referred 
for evaluation are misidentified as abused” (Faust et al. 2009, 51).

Thoroughly taking into account alternative explanations for the abuse 
is also in the interest of all counterparts, not least the possible child vic-
tim. In cases where the child has indeed been victimised, a proper inves-
tigation should leave as little doubt as possible as to the events. Below is 
a description of a case where there was no other evidence for the sexual 
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abuse than a little girl’s account of a situation more than one year ago. A 
thorough examination of the alternative hypotheses and the background 
to the allegation, however, led to the conclusion that the child sexual 
abuse hypothesis was confirmed and no alternative hypotheses gained 
support. The court sentenced the suspected grandfather, largely based 
on the child’s interview and the expert testimony.

A five-year-old girl had lived at a children’s home for almost a year, hav-
ing been removed from her biological single-parent mother due to the 
mother’s severe substance abuse. The girl had adjusted well to the chil-
dren’s home.

When discussing fears one evening, the girl had spontaneously told 
a member of the personnel that she once was scared when visiting her 
grandfather, because he had locked her with him in the toilet and told 
her to suck his penis. As other children approached, the employee did not 
ask any further questions about this. Later, she asked the girl who she had 
meant when she said she had been scared in the toilet. The girl answered 
the name of her maternal grandfather, whom she hadn’t seen for almost a 
year. The personnel consulted the Helsinki unit, and it was recommended 
that no further questions be asked. The police started an investigation, 
and the girl was brought to the unit for an interview within the follow-
ing days. The alternative hypotheses formulated were (1) that the grandfa-
ther had sexually abused the girl (or attempted to), (2) that the personnel 
had misunderstood the girl’s utterance or (3) that the girl had used words 
relating to adult sexuality without fully understanding what they meant.

The girl’s linguistic and memory skills were assessed through both prac-
tice interviews and with some neuropsychological testing, as the event in 
question was remote in time and the girl was very young. She had above 
average verbal and memory skills and was capable of giving detailed 
descriptions of events experienced months earlier. The topic of the inter-
view was introduced by referring to her discussion of fears with the mem-
ber of the personnel. The girl reported that around Christmas almost one 
year earlier, she had been left alone with her grandfather who took her to 
the toilet and tried to engage her in oral sex. The description was detailed 
and typically childish in its non-understanding of sexual elements, and 
the girl said she had told the mother at the time. When the police inter-
viewed the mother, she confirmed this.
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Screening the Cases: When Children Are not Interviewed

When the suspicion is deemed non-indicative of abuse, for instance, 
based on the behaviour that is age typical (see Poole and Wolfe 2009) or 
likely due to other factors in the child’s life, children may not be inter-
viewed at all. This is true also when the child does not have the develop-
mental ability for an interview, or the abuse is suspected to have taken 
place in early infancy before autobiographical memories are formed (i.e. 
before language development; Greenhoot and Tsethlikai 2009).

In cases where the child has been repeatedly interviewed, re-inter-
viewing may not be in their best interests. This may be the case par-
ticularly when there is evidence that the child has been subjected to 
suggestive questioning prior to the investigation. There are cases where 
caretakers provide agencies with their own recorded “interviews” (as 
proof of what the child has said), and these may at times be sugges-
tive to the point that a child’s statement is clearly contaminated (for an 
analysis of such cases, see Korkman et al. 2014). In some of those cases, 
the child has been asked the same leading questions (e.g. “did X touch 
you between the legs?”) almost 20 times.

Below is a short description of a case where the child was too young 
to be able to give a full account of the worrying physical signs that led 
to a suspicion of severe physical abuse.

The kindergarten noticed severe scratches on the arm of a boy who was 
almost four years old, which they thought looked like someone had 
grabbed the boy’s arm. The boy was asked about the scratches. He said 
the family dog had caused them. The kindergarten did not believe him 
and reported a suspicion of physical abuse to the child welfare services. 
The child welfare services thought that the bruising looked like signs of 
physical abuse, and when asking the boy whether someone had hurt his 
arm, he had answered affirmatively (according to the child welfare ser-
vices’ files). When asked who had grabbed him, the boy replied “dad”. 
The child welfare services filed a police report, and the boy was medically 
examined. At the first doctor’s appointment, the boy told the doctor his 
father had grabbed his arm. The child welfare services took the boy into 
custody and the police referred the case to the Helsinki unit. Based on 
the available information, three alternative hypotheses were formulated: 
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(1) the bruising on the boy’s hand was due to physical abuse by the father, 
(2) the account of physical abuse had evolved as a result of suggestive 
questioning and (3) the scratches on his arm were due to (a) violent play 
with the family dog or with (b) other children (as the boy’s mother had 
stated). When assessing the boy’s linguistic capabilities, it became appar-
ent that he did not possess the prerequisites to give reliable accounts of 
experiences. He also seemed prone to suggestion, answering questions he 
did not understand with “yes”. While the child was unable to give a ver-
bal account of how he had gotten the scratches, the plausibility of the 
hypothesis that the scratches were caused by the family dog could be 
tested. The police visited the boy at home and videotaped the boy playing 
with the dog. The dog (a dachshund puppy) made several lunges at the 
boy, biting his forearms where the scratches had been. It was concluded 
that the hypothesis about violent play with the dog and an account 
formed by repeated suggestive questioning (the initial response the boy 
had given was that the dog had caused the bruising) was most likely, and 
the outcome of the investigation was that the suspicion of child abuse was 
not founded.

As in this case, many of the children referred to the unit by the police 
are too young to possess the developmental prerequisites for giving a 
detailed enough account of their experiences. Here, the collaboration 
between different professionals and the thorough examination of other 
evidence is of crucial importance.

Support for the Children and Families

Assessments are made in close cooperation with the police and the 
child welfare services, guaranteeing timely interventions and support. 
After the assessment, the outcome of the interview and the assessment 
is discussed with the parents. Parents are informed about the continu-
ation of the judicial process, and their worries about the child’s recov-
ery are discussed. Parents are also notified about where to find further 
support. The child’s need for psychiatric support is assessed, and when 
necessary, the unit’s child psychiatrist makes a referral to treatment (typ-
ically to family welfare units or child psychiatric units). In addition to 
the services provided outside the unit, the unit provides trauma-focused 
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cognitive-behavioural therapy (Tf-CBT) for a number of children and 
their families. Tf-CBT is an evidence-based short-term treatment devel-
oped especially for victims of child sexual abuse (Ramirez de Arellano 
et al. 2014).

Concluding Remarks and Future Directions

While the Finnish system caters well for the youngest and most vulner-
able witnesses, concern remains that older children who are interviewed 
by the police may not be directed to treatment or care, nor are police 
interviews necessarily done in child-friendly premises. There is currently 
a project (called Barnahus) that is ongoing in Finland, aiming to ensure 
that all children be interviewed in child-friendly settings, including 
older children and teenagers who are, at present, commonly interviewed 
by the police, at a police station, and that their possible need for further 
support be assessed.

Among the benefits of the Finnish system that the authors would 
like to stress, and which could easily be implemented into the praxis of 
other countries and to the different Barnahus developments, are the use 
of (forensic) psychological expertise within the pre-trial investigation and 
the hypothesis-testing approach.

Young children and children with special needs require particular 
expertise on the part of the interviewer. Children with developmen-
tal disorders such as ADHD or autism spectrum disorders particularly 
require an in-depth understanding of the neuropsychological elements 
of the children’s functioning in order to facilitate their recollections. 
The opportunity to obtain assistance in complex cases has been greatly 
appreciated by the police, and collaborating with the expert unit has 
also served as a source of re-education for the police officers.

The fact that the expert units have the right to gather all information 
about the children is of vital importance. Only by closely examining 
child welfare services’ reports, healthcare documentation and informa-
tion by school or day care personnel, the risk of, for instance, long-term 
violent abuse can be assessed. The hypothesis-testing approach, when 
applied through the whole investigation—from the assessment of the 
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emergence of the suspicion to the conclusions drawn based on all the 
gathered facts—minimises the risk of the critical problems of confirma-
tion bias and leading interviewing styles. This helps guide investigators 
towards the truth behind a suspicion—be it founded or unfounded. 
It seems fair to assume that it is in the best interests of the child that 
criminal investigations rely on evidence-based practices, minimising the 
risk of wrong outcomes. When investigations are properly conducted, 
they can and should fulfil both the requirements of a fair trial and at 
the same time be sensitive to the particular needs of child witnesses and 
victims.

Notes

1. One weakness and point of critical discussion in the current Finnish sys-
tem concern the availability of second opinions. Expert statements are 
not as readily available for all parties: only the police, prosecutor or the 
court can ask the units for an official statement.

2. The data were collected as part of an ongoing research project, which 
has been approved by the ethical committee of the Helsinki University 
Central Hospital and the National Police Board.

3. The following years have shown a steady increase in the number of cases 
and interviewed children as the unit has expanded from a personnel con-
sisting of six professionals in 2006 to 19 in 2015. The number of inves-
tigations in 2011 was 118; in 2012, there were 145; in 2013, there were 
151; in 2014, there were 203; and in 2015, there were 246.

4. All the case vignettes presented in this chapter have been thoroughly 
anonymised in order to protect the identity of all the parties involved.
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