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Abstract
This study examines how often and why suspects who have reported being either guilty or innocent remain silent, confess, or 
deny accusations in police interview situations. Convicted offenders under current probation or parole in Germany (N = 280) 
completed a questionnaire about their perceptions of up to six specific police interview situations they had experienced in 
their lifetime. As predicted, more suspects reported having confessed truthfully (64.3%) compared to falsely (4.1%) at least 
once in their lifetime; and more suspects reported having remained silent in guilty interview situations (58.4%) compared 
to innocent interview situations (18.4%). Unexpectedly, approximately an equal number of suspects reported having denied 
truthfully (39.8%) and falsely (40.2%) at least once in their lifetime. The main reasons reported for these statement types 
were that evidence seemed to indicate guilt (true confessions), suspects desired to end the uncomfortable interview situa-
tion or protect the real perpetrator/another person (false confessions), evidence seemed weak (false denials), suspects felt 
innocent (true denials), they desired to protect themselves (silence while being interviewed when guilty), and they followed 
their attorneys’ advice (silence while being interviewed when innocent). Findings are discussed in the context of the police 
and psychological research and practice.
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Introduction

There has been extensive research on the frequencies, rea-
sons, and factors associated with true and especially false 
confessions (for overviews, see Gudjonsson 2003; Kassin 
et al. 2010). However, there is very little legal-psychological 
literature focusing on other statement behavior from the sus-
pects’ perspective. In many countries, suspects can legally 
decide for themselves whether or not to make a statement 
(e.g., § 136 German Code of Criminal Procedure). Under 
German law, if suspects decide to remain silent, interviewers 
have to end the interview and are not permitted to ask further 
questions. If suspects decide to make a statement, they can 

deny or confess to an accusation. Hence, there are, roughly 
speaking, three possible statement behaviors that suspects 
can use in police interviews: remaining silent, confessing, 
and denying. Differentiating for each statement between 
interviews for a crime committed (interviewed when guilty) 
or not committed (interviewed when innocent) results in six 
interview situations. The present self-report study examines 
the lifetime prevalences (referring to the total number of 
participants), conditional probabilities (referring to the total 
number of innocent or guilty interview situations reported 
by participants), and reasons for remaining silent, confess-
ing, or denying in relation to the suspects’ reported guilt or 
innocence status.

Approaches in Research on Suspects’  
Statement Behavior

Research on suspect interviews may not only highlight and 
minimize errors and pitfalls (e.g., Kassin et al. 2010) but 
also identify and provide practical opportunities and solu-
tions (e.g., Meissner 2021). In the past, one particular focus 
has been on suspects’ confessions (e.g., Gudjonsson 2003, 

 * Lennart May 
 mail@lennartmay.com

1 Medical School Berlin, Rüdesheimer Str. 50, 14197 Berlin, 
Germany

2 Charité – Universitätsmedizin Berlin, corporate member 
of Freie Universität Berlin, and Humboldt-Universität zu 
Berlin, Institute of Forensic Psychiatry, Berlin, Germany

3 Psychologische Hochschule Berlin, Berlin, Germany
4 University of Kassel, Kassel, Germany

http://orcid.org/0000-0003-4070-9551
http://orcid.org/0000-0002-5208-0220
http://orcid.org/0000-0001-6975-2356
http://orcid.org/0000-0003-0070-5396
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1007/s11896-022-09522-w&domain=pdf


154 Journal of Police and Criminal Psychology (2023) 38:153–164

1 3

2018). These studies often applied behavioral observations 
of police interviews (e.g., Leo 1996; for an overview, see 
Moston and Engelberg 2011) or analyses of case files (e.g., 
Cassell and Hayman 1996). Moston and Engelberg (2011) 
presented general confession rates for the USA, Great Brit-
ain, and Australia ranging from 42 to 76%. However, this 
range of estimates did not refer exclusively to true confes-
sions, and may also include false confessions (i.e., in obser-
vational studies, it is rarely possible to measure the objective 
or reported status of guilt or innocence). Simply put, this 
line of research lacks information on the guilt or innocence 
of the suspects.

Acquittals in retrials can be used to gain information on 
underlying innocence (e.g., Leuschner et al. 2019). Simi-
larly, several studies use well-known databases (e.g., the 
Innocence Project 2021, or the National Registry of Exon-
erations 2021) to examine false confessions more closely 
(e.g., Appleby et al. 2013). However, this approach can 
provide only little information on the general prevalence of 
false confessions. Also, it provides no information on the 
prevalence of and reasons for true confessions, true/false 
denials, and remaining silent.

A third research approach is to consult interviewees  
directly via self-reports which has been frequently  
applied to study false confessions (e.g., Gudjonsson  
and Sigurdsson 1994). Self-reports have also been used 
occasionally to examine true confessions, but almost not at 
all for the other statement behaviors (see below). Naturally, 
this approach has the typical limitations of survey studies 
(e.g., social desirability, memory distortions, intentional 
false statements). However, self-report studies do provide 
an opportunity to approximate the underlying guilt or  
innocence (i.e., reported status of being guilty or innocent), 
to gain insights into frequency distributions of distinct  
statement behaviors by real-life suspects, and to learn about 
their subjective reasons for them. This, in turn, complements 
studies based on experiments, observations, and case files. 
Therefore, the present study used self-reports of convicted 
offenders about their police suspect interviews.

True and False Confessions

Table 1 shows that most self-report studies focus on false 
confessions. The self-reported prevalence of false confes-
sions by inmates/offenders and forensic patients in Iceland,  
the USA, and Germany varies between 5.9 and 33%. How-
ever, not all studies captured the suspects’ reports on whether 
they had ever been interviewed; and, if so, whether they were 
guilty or innocent in these interview situations. Therefore, 
these prevalence estimates refer to the total population of 
suspects, including those who have never been interviewed 
(i.e., remained silent) and those who were guilty. However, 
innocence is a necessary premise for a false confession. 

That means, calculating the prevalence of false confessions 
by considering the whole sample might underestimate the 
actual risk suspects face in interviews (Volbert et al. 2019). 
Therefore, another way to estimate the risk of false confes-
sions is to calculate the conditional probability by relating 
the number of false confessions to the number of innocent 
interview situations. Following this approach and consider-
ing only the suspects who were interviewed when innocent 
and thus had been at risk of committing a false confession, 
Volbert et al. (2019) found a conditional probability of 25% 
(compared to a prevalence of 16% for the overall sample). 
The main reported reasons for false confessions in self-
report studies were police/interviewing pressure, protection 
of another person/the real offender, and avoidance of police 
detention/hope for mitigation of sentence (e.g., Redlich 
et al. 2010; Sigurdsson and Gudjonsson 2001; Volbert et al. 
2019). False confessions were reported most frequently for 
property offenses, traffic violations, and violent offenses.

In comparison to false confessions, Table 1 shows that 
we found only four self-report studies that examined true 
confessions among inmates, offenders, or forensic patients. 
These revealed a prevalence ranging between 28 and 92%. 
Most commonly reported reasons for true confessions were 
the perceived proof, a need to clear one’s conscience, police 
pressure, custodial pressure, and the hope of being released 
from custody (Gudjonsson et al. 2004a, b; Sigurdsson and 
Gudjonsson 1994; Volbert et al. 2019). Only one self-report 
study captured the crime types of true confessions, whereby 
the highest rates were for serious traffic violations and drug 
offenses (Sigurdsson and Gudjonsson 1994). Taken together, 
research on false confessions is steadily growing, but very 
little is known about the frequencies and reasons for true 
confessions. Furthermore, in addition to classical calcula-
tions of prevalence (specific statement behaviors related to 
the overall sample of participants), the present study also 
calculates conditional probabilities (specific statement 
behaviors related to the total number of innocent or guilty 
interview situations). This should lead to a better under-
standing of suspects’ considerations and verbal behaviors.

Denials and Being Silent

Overall, only little research has focused on how often and 
why suspects deny accusations (for exceptions, see Holmberg  
and Christianson 2002; Moston and Stephenson 2009). 
Table 1 shows that we found only two studies examining 
the frequencies of denials by inmates, offenders, or forensic  
patients: In the first study, the prevalence of true denials 
among a sample of forensic patients in Germany was 49%; 
that of false denials, 31% (Volbert et al. 2019). The second 
study revealed that the prevalence of true denials among 
prison inmates in Germany was 51% (Gubi-Kelm et al. 
2020). A further study examined the reasons for denials 



155Journal of Police and Criminal Psychology (2023) 38:153–164 

1 3

through focus groups and semistructured interviews with 
sexual offenders (Lord and Willmot 2004). It found that the 
main reasons for denial included lack of insight, threats to 
self-esteem and self-image, and fear of negative extrinsic 
consequences. However, to the best of our knowledge, there 
is no study contrasting the reasons for denial in suspects 
who were interviewed when they were guilty versus inno-
cent. In other words, self-report studies did not consider the 

suspects’ reported status of guilt/innocence when examining 
the reasons for (true and false) denials.

Research on being silent is very sparse. Table 1 shows  
only one study examining remaining silent from the sus- 
pects’ perspective. The prevalence of remaining silent  
among forensic patients in Germany was 37% for reported 
guilty interview situations and 9% for reported innocent  
interview situations (Volbert et al. 2019). We know of no 

Table 1  Overview of published studies on the statement behavior (i.e., confessions, denials, remaining silent) reported by prison inmates, 
offenders, or forensic patients while being interviewed by the police when guilty or innocent

All prevalence data refer to the overall sample that answered the relevant questions within an extensive survey (e.g., have you ever been inter-
viewed by the police). The study by Sigurdsson et al. (2006) was excluded because it surveyed suspects immediately after their interviews with 
the police (N = 78 suspects in Iceland; n = 4 false confessions)
a Based on the numbers of participants and number of false confessions, it seems possible that this publication refers (partially) to the same sam-
ple/data collection as Sigurdsson and Gudjonsson (1996b), and Sigurdsson and Gudjonsson (2001)
b This study captured the participants’ statements about the crime with which they were charged without distinguishing between reported guilty 
and innocent interview situations. Most inmates reported having confessed (n = 63), followed by denials (n = 35) and remaining silent (n = 15).
c Based on the numbers of participants and/or number of false confessions, it seems possible that these publications refer (partially) to the same 
sample/data collection as Gudjonsson et al. (2010)
d A study by Deslauriers-Varin et al. (2011b) referred to the same sample and presented the same rate for true confessions
e A study by Arndorfer et al. (2015) referred to the same sample and presented the same rates for true and false confessions

Sample True confession False confessions False denials True denials  Silence guilty  Silence innocent Authors (year)

Prison inmates, 
Iceland 
(N = 229)

12% (n = 27) Gudjonsson and 
Sigurdsson 
(1994)

Prison inmates, 
Iceland 
(N = 344)

92% (n = 315) Sigurdsson and 
Gudjonsson 
(1994)

Prison inmates, 
Iceland 
(N = 507)a

12% (n = 62) Sigurdsson and 
Gudjonsson 
(1996a)

Juvenile inmates, 
US (N = 152)

b 5.9% (n = 9) b b b b Viljoen et al. 
(2005)

Prison inmates, 
Iceland 
(N = 90)c

24% (n = 22) Gudjonsson et al. 
(2008)

Offenders  
with mental 
illness, USA 
(N = 1.249)

22% (n = 274) Redlich et al. 
(2010)

Prison inmates, 
Canada 
(N = 211)d

45% (n = 100) Deslauriers-Varin 
et al. (2011a)

Juvenile inmates, 
US (N = 193)e

28% (n = 55) 17% (n = 33) Malloy et al. 
(2014)

Forensic patients, 
Germany 
(N = 153)

81% (n = 124) 16% (n = 24) 31% (n = 47) 49% (n = 75) 37% (n = 57) 9% (n = 14) Volbert et al. 
(2019)

Prison inmates, 
Germany 
(N = 85)

32% (n = 27) 51% (n = 43) Gubi-Kelm et al. 
(2020)

Prison inmates, 
Scotland 
(N = 386)

33% (n = 129) Gudjonsson et al. 
(2021)
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self-report study examining reasons for remaining silent  
from the suspects’ perspective. Overall, there are only very  
few self-report studies with offenders addressing how often 
and why they deny or remain silent as suspects, and no study 
examining this in a way that compares innocent and guilty 
suspects.

The Present Study

The present study examines the lifetime prevalence, con-
ditional probabilities, and reasons for all three statement 
behaviors (confessions, denials, and being silent) from the 
perspective of suspects in German police interviews. By 
taking into account the suspects’ reported guilt and inno-
cence status, it allows us to compare the resulting six distinct 
interview situations. Based on the previous research pre-
sented above, we expected that more suspects would report 
having confessed truly rather than falsely at least once in 
their lifetime (Hypothesis 1). We also expected that more 
suspects would report having denied truthfully than falsely 
at least once in their lifetime (Hypothesis 2). Moreover, we 
expected that more suspects would report having remained 
silent while being interviewed when guilty compared to 
innocent at least once in their lifetime (Hypothesis 3). These 
prevalence rates relate to the total number of participants. 
In addition to this focus on lifetime prevalence, we also 
examined the probabilities of the three different statement 
behaviors under the condition of being guilty versus inno-
cent in a given interview situation. Specifically, conditional 
probabilities refer to the total number of innocent or guilty 
interview situations reported by participants.

For exploratory purposes, we wanted to examine the rea-
sons for the specific statement behaviors. Here, we expected 
that the main reasons for a false confession would be to pro-
tect another person/the real offender and police/interviewing 
pressure. Concerning true confessions, we expected that the 
main reason would be the suspects’ perceptions of the given 
evidence. We did not formulate any further expectations on 
the other statement behaviors here due to the lack of relevant 
studies.

Method

Participants

Participants were 280 convicted offenders under current  
probation or parole (40 females and 238 males1) with a mean 
age of 38.0 years (SD = 11.5). A total of 96 participants (34.3%) 
reported more than one offense for which they were currently 

convicted; 22 participants (7.9%) did not name a crime. The 
reported offenses underlying current convictions (N = 435) 
included assault (n = 83; 29.6%), theft (n = 76; 27.1%), violation  
of narcotics law (n = 67; 23.9%), fraud (n = 64; 22.9%), robbery  
(n = 46; 16.4%), material damage (n = 27; 9.6%), offenses 
against personal freedom (n = 14; 5.0%), homicide (n = 10; 
3.6%), sexual offenses (n = 9; 3.2%), traffic offenses (n = 9; 
3.2%), and other offenses (n = 30; 10.7%). The length of  
the current custodial sentence ranged from 1 to 300 months 
(M = 36.9, SD = 33.85, Mdn = 30). Initially, 305 persons  
participated in this study, but 25 had to be excluded from  
the analysis because they dropped out while completing the 
questionnaire; gave contradictory answers; or showed language 
difficulties, signs of drug intoxication, or cognitive limitations.

Materials

Pilot Study

As outlined above, research on reasons for denying and remaining 
silent while being interviewed when innocent or guilty is scarce.  
Therefore, we conducted a pilot study in order to formulate  
multiple-choice questions for the main study. Specifically, we asked 
16 legal, police, and psychological practitioners and researchers 
the following four questions via an online questionnaire: (a) “Why 
do guilty suspects remain silent?” (b) “Why do innocent suspects 
remain silent?” (c) “Why do guilty suspects deny an accusation?” 
(d) “Why do innocent suspects deny an accusation?” Then, we 
categorized the participants’ answers. Main reported reasons for 
remaining silent while interviewed when guilty were incriminating 
evidence (n = 7), advice of an attorney (n = 7), and unwillingness 
to cooperate with the police (n = 6), and while interviewed when 
innocent, advice of an attorney (n = 7), concealment of another 
offense (n = 5), and unwillingness to cooperate with the police 
(n = 6). The main reasons for denying in guilty interview situations  
were concerns about the expected consequences (n = 15) and  
feelings of guilt or shame (n = 7). No sufficient reasons were 
reported for denying when interviewed innocently.

Questionnaire

We developed the current questionnaire on the basis of prior 
research (e.g., Gudjonsson 2003; Houston et al. 2014; Kassin  
et al. 2010; Redlich et al. 2010) and our pilot study.2 It first  
asked for sociodemographic data (gender, age), followed by 

1 Two participants did not provide information on their sex. In gen-
eral, single missing values did not lead to exclusion of a participant’s 
complete data, and these were included in further statistical analyses.

2 The current study was part of a broader collection of data on sus-
pect interviewing in Germany with distinctive research questions. In 
one study, May et  al. (2021) examined suspects’ perceptions about 
their most recent suspect interview in which they had confessed to 
or denied a crime they reported having committed or not committed. 
Further topics of the questionnaire addressed (a) suspects’ planning 
of the interview and (b) their understanding of their rights during the 
interview. These data will be analyzed in different studies.
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the participants’ criminal history (current criminal offense and 
detention period). Next, participants were asked, “Have the police 
ever interviewed you as a suspect for an offense you [did/did not] 
commit?” (yes/no response format). If they affirmed one of these 
two questions, they were asked follow-up questions about this 
guilty or innocent interview situation. This procedure was the 
same for all six interview situations and was structured in four 
steps: first, participants were asked, “Have you ever [remained 
silent/confessed/denied an accusation] in a police interview when 
you were indeed [guilty/innocent]?” (yes/no response format). 
Second, “How often have you [remained silent/confessed/denied 
an accusation] when you were indeed [guilty/innocent]?” (open 
response format). Third, “For which offenses have you been 
accused when you were interviewed [when guilty/innocent] and 
[remained silent/confessed/denied an accusation]?” (multiple 
choice response format). Fourth, “Why did you [remain silent/
confess/deny an accusation] when you were interviewed [guilty/
innocent]?” (multiple-choice response format except for denying  
when innocent for which we used an open-ended response  
format, because the pilot study delivered no information with 
which to formulate responses; for all given answer options for 
these multiple-choice questions on the reasons for the statement 
behaviors, see Table S1 Supplemental Materials).

Procedure

We recruited participants from three judicial social service 
institutions in Berlin, Germany. Convicted offenders need 
to attend these regularly for appointments regarding their 
probation or parole. A research associate addressed and 
informed them about the study, the voluntariness of their 
participation, and their anonymity. If they agreed to par-
ticipate, a research associate explained the questionnaire to 
them in a waiting area or separate room. The participants 
then filled out the relevant questions. If they had shown 
the specific statement behavior at least once in their life-
time (question 1, see above), they were asked to answer 
the questions about this in more detail (questions 2–4); 
if not, they were asked to skip these questions and con-
tinue with the next interview situation. A research associ-
ate was present to answer questions, to read out loud to 
participants with reading or minor cognitive difficulties, 
and to collect the completed questionnaires. Completing 
the questionnaire took approximately 25 min and all par-
ticipants received 5 euro for their participation. The study 
was approved by the Berlin Justice Senate’s criminological 
service.

Statistical Analysis

We tested the hypotheses on lifetime prevalence by analyz-
ing the dichotomous responses to the first question within 

each of the six sections (i.e., whether the suspect had ever 
experienced the specific interview situation). In particular, 
we used a logistic multilevel regression model to predict 
the responses (yes vs. no) from the (dummy-coded) type of 
interview situation, with 6 × 280 = 1,680 responses (level 1) 
nested in 280 participants (level 2). The model included a 
random intercept that captures individual differences in the 
propensity to have experienced any of the six interview situ-
ations. We then computed the expected (i.e., model implied) 
lifetime prevalence for each of the six interview situations, 
and tested the three hypotheses using odds ratios for selected 
pairwise contrasts.

To examine the probabilities of the three different state-
ment behaviors under the condition of being guilty or inno-
cent, we analyzed responses to the second question within 
each section (i.e., how often a suspect had experienced the 
specific interview situation). In a first step, we transformed 
the data into two long variables representing all reported 
individual guilty and innocent interview situations respec-
tively. This resulted in 1,922 individual guilty situations 
(level 1) nested in 268 participants (level 2), and 403 indi-
vidual innocent situations nested in 144 participants. We 
then estimated two multinomial multilevel intercept-only 
models to predict the statement behavior in an individual 
interview situation (remaining silent vs. confessing vs. deny-
ing) separately for guilty and innocent conditions. These 
models included two random intercepts representing indi-
vidual differences in the ratio of denying versus remaining 
silent and the ratio of denying versus confessing. We then 
computed the expected probabilities for each of the three 
statement behaviors.

All models were estimated within the statistical platform 
R 4.0 (R Core Team 2020) using Bayesian estimation with 
noninformative priors as implemented in the package brms 
(Bürkner 2017). We employed four Markov chains with 
1,000 burnin and 1,000 sampling iterations per chain. Model 
parameters, expected values, and contrasts, including their 
95% credibility intervals, were derived from the posterior 
predictive distribution, partly with the help of the emmeans 
package (Lenth 2021).

Finally, we computed the frequencies of offenses (ques-
tion 3) and reasons for the statement behavior (question  
4) separately for the participants who experienced each of 
the six specific interview situations at least once in their  
life. The 49 free responses to the open question about the 
reason for denying while interviewed when innocent were 
analyzed for content by the second author and combined 
into categories. However, the answers resulted in only one 
category being listed more than three times. We named  
this “I was innocent.” (exemplary answers were “Because 
I was innocent,” ”Because I did not do it,” “Because I was 
not involved in the crime,” “Because I had nothing to do 
with it.”).



158 Journal of Police and Criminal Psychology (2023) 38:153–164

1 3

Results

Lifetime Prevalence and Conditional Probability 
of Statement Behaviors

This study captured participants’ perceptions of interview 
experiences across their entire lives. This made it possible 
that they were referring to several interviews and also not 
necessarily to the one for which they were under current pro-
bation or parole. The vast majority of participants reported 
that they had been interviewed when guilty at least once 
during their lifetime (95.7%, n = 268); and around half of the 
participants reported that they had been interviewed when 
innocent (51.4%, n = 144). Some participants indicated that 
they had been interviewed at least once when both guilty 
and innocent (47.1%; n = 132), interviewed only when guilty 
(48.6%; n = 136), or interviewed only when innocent (4.3%; 
n = 12). The mean number of interviews in a lifetime for 
guilty interview situations was 6.86 (SD = 7.63), and for 
innocent interview situations 1.44 (SD = 2.91).

Lifetime prevalence rates based on the logistic multi-
level regression model are presented in Fig. 1. Concern-
ing the lifetime prevalence of confessions, 64.3% (95% CI 
[58.1, 70.1]) of the participants reported at least one true 
confession, whereas only 4.1% (95% CI [2.3, 6.9]) reported 
at least one false confession. The corresponding contrast 

was OR = 42.4 (95% CI [20.1, 75.5]). This was in line with 
Hypothesis 1. Concerning the lifetime prevalence of denial, 
39.8% (95% CI [33.7, 46.0]) of the participants reported at 
least one true denial, whereas 40.2% (95% CI [34.4, 46.5]) 
reported at least one false denial. The corresponding contrast 
was OR = 1.01 (95% CI [0.67, 1.44]). This did not support 
Hypothesis 2. Finally, 58.4% (95% CI [52.8, 64.8]) of the 
participants reported having remained silent at least once  
in their lifetime while interviewed when guilty compared to 
only 18.4% (95% CI [13.8, 23.6]) while interviewed when 
innocent. The corresponding contrast was OR = 6.24 (95% 
CI [4.04, 9.13]). This supported Hypothesis 3. Information 
on the actual model parameters can be found in the Sup-
plemental Material.

Conditional probabilities based on two separate multi-
nomial multilevel intercept-only models are presented in 
Fig. 2. In guilty interview situations, the probability of a true 
confession was 35.8% (95% CI [34.4, 37.2]); that of a false 
denial, 24.1% (95% CI [22.6, 25.7]); and that for remaining 
silent, 40.1% (95% CI [38.3, 41.7]). In innocent interview 
situations, the probability for a false confession was 4.0% 
(95% CI [2.5, 6.0]), that of a true denial was 60.1% (95% CI 
[56.6, 63.6]), and that for remaining silent was 35.8% (95% 
CI [32.6, 39.1]). Again, information on the model param-
eters can be found in the Supplemental Material.

Fig. 1  Estimated lifetime 
prevalence for each of the six 
interview situations
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Types of Offense

Table 2 shows the reported type of offenses for each state-
ment behavior while interviewed when guilty or innocent. 
Despite the low prevalence of false confessions, participants 
reported all statement types for almost all crimes. Only traf-
fic offenses were reported exclusively in the context of true 
confessions.

Reasons for Statement Behaviors

Table 3 shows the most frequently reported reasons for each 
statement behavior. These were multiple-choice questions 
except for one question in an open response format (denying 
while interviewed when innocent). For the full results, see 
Table S1 in the Supplemental Materials. The main reasons 
for true confessions were the suspects’ perceptions of the 

Fig. 2  Estimated conditional 
probabilities of the three state-
ment behaviors while inter-
viewed when guilty or innocent

Table 2  Frequencies of 
guilty and innocent statement 
behaviors for types of offenses

Offense Guilty interview situations Innocent interview situations

Silence 
(n = 162)

Confession 
(n = 178)

Denial 
(n = 114)

Silence 
(n = 55)

Confession 
(n = 13)

Denial 
(n = 113)

% n % n % n % n % n % n

Theft 50.6 82 49.4 88 52.6 60 50.9 28 30.8 4 31.9 36
Fraud 26.5 43 25.3 45 24.6 28 32.7 18 30.8 4 20.4 23
Personal liberty 13.6 22 5.6 10 9.6 11 10.9 6 0.0 0 5.3 6
Assault 43.8 71 32.0 57 41.2 47 34.5 19 7.7 1 36.3 41
Robbery 27.2 44 12.4 22 22.8 26 36.4 20 7.7 1 19.5 22
Property damage 22.8 37 20.8 37 26.3 30 23.6 13 7.7 1 15.0 17
Drug offenses 42.6 69 30.3 54 43.0 49 29.1 16 23.1 3 20.4 23
Sexual offenses 4.3 7 2.8 5 0.9 1 1.8 1 15.4 2 3.5 4
Homicide 1.9 3 3.4 6 3.5 4 3.6 2 0.0 0 3.5 4
Traffic offenses 0.0 0 9.6 17 0.0 0 0.0 0 0.0 0 0.0 0
Other 6.8 11 7.9 14 4.4 5 7.3 4 0.0 0 9.7 11
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evidence seemed to indicate their guilt. However, frequently 
reported reasons for true confessions were also the hope of 
getting a lower sentence and a feeling of guilt. The main rea-
sons for false confessions were to protect another person/the 
real offender and police/interviewing pressure. Furthermore, 
the main reasons for false denying were seemingly unclear 
evidence, and the hope of not being convicted, whereas the 
only mentioned reason for true denying was that the suspect 
was innocent. Finally, the main reason for remaining silent 
in guilty interview situation was that the suspects wanted 
to protect themselves against misuse of any statement they 
made. Further frequent reasons were the attorney’s advice 
to remain silent and the will to find out what evidence the 
police had before making a statement. The attorney’s advice 
to remain silent was also the main reported reason for being 
silent in innocent interview situations.

Discussion

The present study examined the lifetime prevalences, con-
ditional probabilities, and reasons for suspects’ confessions, 
denials, and remaining silent in police interviews. We will 
interpret our findings on the three statement behaviors com-
prehensively and then discuss their scientific and practical 
implications.

First, as expected, more suspects reported having  
confessed at least once in their lifetime in guilty interview  
situations compared to innocent interview situations. The 
prevalence of false confessions among our sample was 4.1% 
and slightly below the range between 5.9 and 24% presented  

in Table 1 for inmates, offenders and forensic patients. However, the  
corresponding credibility interval in this study includes this 
range (95% CI [2.3, 6.9]. The false confessions reported  
here refer to different types of offenses (theft, fraud, assault, 
robbery, property damage, drug offenses, sexual offenses).  
The main reported motives for false confessions were to  
protect the real perpetrator/another person and a desire  
to end the uncomfortable interview situation. Ending the  
interview because of an aversive situation can be assigned  
to the type of coercive false confessions (e.g., Kassin and 
Wrightsman  1985), and researchers have already given  
recommendations on how to decrease the risk of this  
(e.g., Kassin et  al. 2010). In contrast, protecting another  
person belongs to the type of voluntary false confessions  
(e.g., Kassin and Wrightsman  1985). Whereas this is a  
frequently reported reason for false confessions, we know  
of no literature focusing on how interviewers can detect and 
minimize voluntary false confessions in order to protect  
another person. This could be a line for future research.

The lifetime prevalence of true confessions in this study 
(64%) falls in between the wide range of the four self-report 
studies examining true confessions (28 to 92%; see Table 1). 
Also, the true confessions reported here refer to different 
types of offenses, with most being for theft, assault, and drug 
offenses. The most frequently mentioned reasons for true 
confessions were that the evidence seemed to indicate guilt 
and the suspect’s feeling of guilt. This result is in line with 
a review by Moston and Engelberg (2011) showing that the 
strength of evidence is a major predictor for a confession, 
and the meta-analysis by Houston et al. (2014) who found 
that true confessions were associated with the suspects’ 

Table 3  Reported reasons for the specific statement behaviors while interviewed when guilty or innocent

Multiple answers were possible

Confessing

Interviewed guilty (n = 178) % (n) Interviewed innocent (n = 13) % (n)

“The evidence seemed to clearly indicate my guilt.” 77.0 (137) “I wanted to protect the real perpetrator/another person.” 53.8 (7)
“I hoped to get a lower sentence.” 62.4 (111) “I wanted to end the uncomfortable interview situation.” 53.8 (7)
“I felt guilty.” 56.2 (100) “I hoped to get a lower sentence.” 38.5 (5)

“I was urged to by the police.” 38.5 (5)

Denying

Interviewed guilty (n = 114) % (n) Interviewed innocent (n = 113) % (n)

“The evidence did not seem to clearly show my guilt.” 64.0 (73) “I was innocent.” 43.36 (49)
“I hoped to not get convicted.” 63.2 (72)
“I hoped to get released from police custody.” 45.6 (52)
Being silent
Interviewed guilty (n = 162) % (n) Interviewed innocent (n = 55) % (n)

“I wanted to protect myself against misuse of my state-
ment against me.”

77.2 (125) “My attorney gave me this advice.” 56.4 (31)

“My attorney gave me this advice.” 67.3 (109) “I never make a statement to the police.” 45.5 (25)
“I wanted to find out what evidence they had first.” 66.7 (108) “I was under drugs/alcohol/medication during the interview.” 29.1 (16)
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emotional reactions to the interview and their perceptions 
of the evidence and their guilt. However, suspects also fre-
quently reported the hope to get a lower sentence as a reason 
for true confessions. This was also a frequently mentioned 
reason for false confessions. It indicates that suspects con-
sider the perceived consequences when contemplating con-
fessing (on the effect of consequences on confession deci-
sions, see Madon et al. 2012).

Second, as expected, more suspects reported having 
remained silent at least once in their lifetime in guilty inter-
view situations (58%) compared to innocent interview situ-
ations (18%). To the best of our knowledge, this is the first 
study to examine the reasons for being silent in guilty and 
innocent interview situations from the suspect’s perspective. 
Here, we want to highlight two results: First, the vast major-
ity of suspects reported having remained silent at least once 
in their lifetime in guilty interview situations because they 
wanted to protect themselves against misuse of any state-
ment they made. Furthermore, numerous suspects reported 
that they remained silent at least once in their lifetime in 
innocent interview situations because they generally do not 
make statements to the police. This reflects a rather critical 
picture of the police, and further research on this needs to 
follow. Second, the attorney’s advice to remain silent was a 
frequently reported reason for being silent at least once in 
a lifetime in both guilty and innocent interview situations. 
Future research could involve attorneys in order to under-
stand the considerations and decisions of suspects and the 
interview interactions in more detail.

The lifetime prevalence of false denials (40%) was about 
the same as that for true denials (40%). This result was unex-
pected and contradicts the findings by Volbert et al. (2019) 
indicating a higher prevalence of true denials than false 
denials among forensic patients. Further research should 
examine this in more detail. However, both studies show that 
suspects frequently report true denials. Kassin et al. (2003) 
have argued that a true denial puts innocent suspects at risk: 
They found that interviewers tried hardest to obtain a confes-
sion when they presumed the suspect’s guilt, but the suspect 
was in fact innocent. From a suspect’s perspective, being 
innocent and truly denying an accusation can lead to facing 
an interviewer aiming to coerce a confession. Coercive and 
accusatorial interviewing, in turn, raises the risk of false 
confessions (e.g., Meissner et al. 2014). From the police per-
spective, “truly denying” is a highly challenging statement 
behavior. The rationale of this is the cognitive mindset of an 
interviewer: they may launch a suspect interview when they 
assume that the suspect is guilty. In this mindset, they may 
assess denials which do not contain conclusive exculpatory 
information as a sign of the suspect’s guilt. A pitfall here 
is that they need to distinguish true from false denials, but 
the ability of interviewers and humans in general to detect 
deception is poor (e.g., Bond and DePaulo (2006) found an 

overall accuracy rate of 54%). Probably the only reliable way 
to assess the validity of denials is by comparing statements 
with other evidence (e.g., Vredeveldt et al. 2014), but this 
becomes impossible if corroborating as well as exculpatory 
evidence is lacking. Suspects most frequently explained false 
denying in reported guilty interview situations with seem-
ingly unclear evidence, the hope of not being convicted, and 
the hope of being released from custody. We believe it is 
fair to assume that these reasons relate to the strength of the 
evidence. Taking into account the most frequently reported 
reason for true confessions (evidence seemingly indicating 
guilt), this indicates the significant role of evidence from the 
suspects’ perspective.

This study also shows that the suspects made different 
statements in police interviews, and specific statement 
behaviors cannot be attributed solely to innocence or to guilt. 
Taking the reported guilt or innocence as a starting point, 
we calculated conditional probabilities that allow descrip-
tions of which types of statements the suspects reported 
most probably for guilty or innocent interviews. Consider-
ing the reported guilty interview situations, the probability 
was highest for remaining silent (40%), followed by true 
confessions (36%), and false denial (24%). In contrast, for 
reported innocent interview situations, the probability was 
highest for true denial (60%), followed by remaining silent 
(36%), and eventually false confessions (4%). This finding 
is highly relevant to investigative practice: First, it shows 
that suspects—when they make a statement—most com-
monly make true statements (i.e., true confessions and true 
denials). Second, from a police perspective, the diversity of 
statement behaviors in innocent and guilty suspects shows 
the need to conduct suspect interviews in an open-ended 
manner. Interviewers’ open-ended mindset is at the core of 
investigating interviewing and is implemented, for example, 
in the PEACE model (e.g., Bull 2019). The results of the 
present study provide support for the international effort to 
introduce and implement investigative interviewing (e.g., 
European Committee for the Prevention of Torture and Inhu-
man or Degrading Treatment or Punishment 2019), and gen-
erally an open-minded interview approach (Principles on 
Effective Interviewing for Investigations and Information 
Gathering 2021).

Finally, for innocent interview situations, the probability 
that suspects will waive their right to remain silent and deny 
is higher than that of remaining silent (at least once in their  
lifetime). In line with experimental findings (Kassin and  
Norwick 2004), Kassin (2005) has assumed that innocent 
suspects waive their right to remain silent because they may 
(a) trust in the fairness of the justice and legal system and 
expect that their innocence will be believed if they “just tell 
it like it happened,” and (b) believe that interviewers will be 
able to read their thoughts and emotions and hence will “see 
their innocence.” In the present study, the most and exclusive 
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reason for denying in innocent interview situations was the 
suspects’ explanation “I was innocent.” This underpins Kassin 
(2005) claim that “innocents put innocence at risk,” because  
waiving the right to remain silent is an essential antecedent for  
false confessions. Scherr et al. (2016) also found that suspects’ 
willingness to waive their rights and deny an offense increased 
with the strength of their just-world beliefs. However, from 
a police interviewer’s perspective, the situation is different: 
Interviewers may conduct suspect interviews when they  
presume some degree of guilt. Thus, they may assume that  
the suspect is guilty, assess remaining silent and denying 
(when no other evidence for cross-checking is available) as an 
indicator for their guilt, and aim to overcome this and collect 
confessions. Differently put, remaining silent or denying when 
being innocent can lead to a risky interview situation with 
biased perceptions and assessments and coercive interviewing  
by the police interviewer. This, in turn, can result in false  
confessions by suspects.

Limitations

This study is based on retrospective self-reports that have  
some methodological limitations (e.g., social desirability, 
cognitive biases, remembering specific events out of multiple  
similar events, estimated frequencies of events), and we  
had no information with which to validate the participants’  
self-reports (e.g., about their status of being guilty or  
innocent). These limitations hold true when surveying  
inmates (e.g., Gudjonsson and Sigurdsson 1994) but also 
police investigators (e.g., Kassin et al. 2007). Nevertheless, 
suspects are clearly central to suspect interviews, and their 
perspectives provide crucial information on them. Second, the 
current nonrepresentative sample limits the generalizability 
of the results (e.g., all participants were from one German 
federal state, German-speaking, without extensive cognitive  
disabilities). Third, the number of false confessions was  
small, and this limits the precision of the findings on the  
reasons for confessing when innocent. Future studies should 
remedy these limitations by including (a) more and a wider 
range of participants (e.g., persons from different German 
federal states, non-German speakers, suspects with cognitive 
disabilities), and (b) more information about the interview  
context (e.g., duration, location, persons present) and the  
personal characteristics of the suspects (e.g., mental health).

Conclusion

Overall, this study extends our knowledge on suspects’ rea-
soning and statement behaviors in police interviews when 
they are either guilty or innocent. The findings confirm 
current lines of research from the suspects’ perspective, 
and they suggest future lines of police and psychological 

research. For example, the offenders reported that their final 
statements in the police interviews were diverse and pre-
dominantly correct. Considering general research findings 
(e.g., limited capacity to detect deception and guilt based on 
nonverbal behaviors), this substantiates the need to conduct 
suspect interviews in an open-ended manner. Furthermore, 
the offenders’ reports support the prominent assumption that 
suspects’ perceptions of the evidence influence their deci-
sions to confess or deny. Finally, in this study, many suspects 
reported that they had remained silent in both guilty and 
innocent interview situations. Reported motives were, for 
example, an attorney’s advice, protecting themselves against 
a misuse of their statements, or not talking to the police in 
general. We firmly believe that suspects should not be moti-
vated to make statements against their will, and also see no 
need for further research here. However, these results also 
hint that there is room for improvement in terms of the per-
ceived fairness of police interviews. To date, much research 
has focused on actionable outcomes of the interviews (e.g., 
amount of information, confessions). Future research can 
help to improve the quality of suspects’ interviews by also 
examining subjective measures such as perceived fairness.
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