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CONSTRAINT QUESTION

Constraint Question

Primary Disciplinary Field(s): Psychology, Criminology, Investigative Interviewing

1. Core Definition

The constraint question is a specialized technique employed during structured interviews,
particularly within forensic and investigative contexts, designed to systematically narrow the scope
of a subject's permissible responses. Unlike open-ended questions intended to elicit maximum
information flow, a constraint question serves as a regulatory mechanism, part of an ordered
sequence of queries that progressively restricts the subject's narrative field. The fundamental
purpose of this methodology is to manage the complexity and volume of information provided by
the interviewee, ensuring that the investigative focus remains tightly controlled and directed toward
verifiable facts or specific areas of interest. This strategic narrowing is crucial when interviewing
subjects who may be prone to obfuscation, misdirection, or the introduction of extraneous, non-
relevant details.

In essence, the technique transforms a broad, possibly unfocused discussion into a highly
delineated investigation of specific claims or actions. By limiting the available parameters for
response, the interviewer forces the subject to commit to a more confined range of explanations or
admissions. This iterative process of constraint helps to prevent the subject from employing
avoidance strategies, fabricating expansive alternative narratives, or shifting blame through
generalized statements. The constraint question thus acts as a precision tool, systematically
dismantling irrelevant or deliberately misleading layers of information to expose the core truth or
the underlying structure of the event under inquiry. This method is central to moving the interview
from a descriptive phase into an analytical or testing phase, where the internal consistency of the
provided account is rigorously scrutinized.

2. Theoretical Framework in Interrogation

The theoretical underpinning of the constraint question method rests on the premise that
sustained, high-fidelity deception requires significant cognitive resources and unwavering
consistency across multiple sequential tests. When a subject attempts to fabricate a story, they
often rely on broad, vague narratives that leave substantial room for retraction or modification
when challenged. Constraint questions disrupt this process by placing increasingly specific
demands on the subject's memory and imagination. By repeatedly limiting the field of inquiry,
investigators significantly increase the cognitive load required for the subject to maintain the
deceptive narrative within the newly imposed boundaries, thereby making it more likely that cracks
or inconsistencies will emerge in the fabricated account.

This technique is particularly valuable in settings where time is limited or where the interviewer
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suspects intentional fabrication. For instance, in criminal psychology, the objective is often to
transition the interview from a phase of rapport-building and general information gathering to a
phase of testing the consistency and veracity of prior statements. Constraint questions serve as
the bridge between these phases, allowing the interviewer to transition from general inquiries about
activities to specific demands about locations, times, or interactions that demand concrete
recollection rather than invention. The theoretical goal is to induce cognitive dissonance or
exhaustion that leads to measurable inconsistencies, which can then be leveraged by the
interviewer to encourage truthful disclosure or expose the limits of the subject's ability to lie
convincingly under pressure.

3. Key Characteristics of Constraint Questions

Sequential Delivery: Constraint questions are rarely asked in isolation; they form part of a
structured, logical sequence where each subsequent question builds upon the limitations
established by the previous one, ensuring a progressive reduction in the narrative scope.
Narrowing Scope: Their primary function is fundamentally reductive, designed explicitly to
diminish the range of possible answers or explanations that a subject can legitimately offer,
thereby focusing the subject's attention on precise details rather than generalized concepts.

Focus on Specificity: They demand increasingly precise details regarding timing, location, or
agents involved, moving away from subjective feelings or generalized intentions and requiring
verifiable facts.

Veracity Testing: Constraint questions are highly effective tools for testing the plausibility and
internal consistency of a subject's existing statements, often highlighting immediate discrepancies
when the subject attempts to maintain a fabricated narrative within tight, unforgiving parameters.
Elimination of Ambiguity: They are constructed to minimize ambiguity, forcing the subject into a
binary or limited set of responses, thereby aggressively reducing the opportunity for vague or
evasive language that could otherwise serve as a psychological escape route.

4. Methodological Application in Investigative Interviewing

In practice, particularly within the domain of criminal investigative interviewing, constraint question
methods are employed strategically to dismantle attempts by suspects to introduce irrelevant
mitigating factors or to construct elaborate excuses for their behavior. Criminal psychologists and
trained investigators often apply these methods immediately following the initial free narrative
phase, once the subject has provided their version of events and established certain baseline
claims. The constraint phase begins by focusing on known inconsistencies or areas where the
subject has been intentionally vague, systematically challenging the boundaries of their story.

For example, if a subject claims they were "just driving around" during the critical time of an
incident, the interviewer might deploy a sequence of constraint questions designed to verify or
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contradict this claim: "What street were you first on when you began driving around?" followed by
"After leaving that street, specifically what direction did you turn onto the next major road?" and
concluding with "Describe the first three verifiable landmarks you passed on that specific route.”
This progression systematically eliminates the opportunity for the subject to rely on the vague
excuse of "just driving around" and forces them to produce specific, verifiable, and therefore
challengeable details. The resulting inability to produce consistent, detailed responses under these
constraints strongly suggests either severe memory impairment or, more commonly in criminal
contexts, active fabrication or avoidance.

The ultimate goal is to systematically weed out attempts at making excuses for their behavior
or making up responses all together by making the cognitive effort required to maintain the lie
too demanding and structurally fragile. By constraining the narrative, the investigator efficiently
isolates the core facts that need justification, eliminating the psychological 'wiggle room' often
exploited by deceptive subjects who rely on generalization to protect themselves from exposure.

5. Ethical and Legal Considerations

While constraint questioning is recognized as a powerful investigative tool, its application must be
strictly monitored to maintain ethical standards and ensure the legal admissibility of any resulting
statements. A critical distinction must always be maintained between effective constraint--which
limits the *field* of inquiry based strictly on the subject's own previous statements--and overtly
leading questions, which introduce new, unverified facts and suggest potential answers. Overly
aggressive or suggestive constraint methods can easily be perceived as coercive by judicial
bodies, potentially rendering any resulting confession or statement inadmissible in court due to
violations of fundamental due process or constitutional rights against self-incrimination.

Modern investigative guidelines, such as those embedded within the principles of the PEACE
model of interviewing (Planning and Preparation; Engage and Explain; Account; Closure;
Evaluation), emphasize the necessity of non-coercive techniques. Therefore, constraint questions
must be framed neutrally, even when the interviewer is directly challenging the subject's internal
consistency. The focus must remain strictly on clarifying and limiting existing claims rather than
introducing external pressure or suggestive evidence of guilt. The high legal standard requires that
the interviewer remain impartial, utilizing constraint only as a method of extracting precise and
verifiable truth, not as a manipulative shortcut to confirming an existing investigative bias.

6. Debates and Criticisms

One primary criticism leveled against structured, restrictive techniques like constraint questioning is
the inherent potential for introducing significant interviewer bias. If the investigator enters the
constraint phase with a strong presupposition of guilt, the questions specifically designed to 'weed
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out excuses' may inadvertently become hostile, unduly restrictive, or overly aggressive. Such an
approach can lead to heightened stress responses in the interviewee, responses which often
mimic deceptive behavior even in subjects who are attempting to provide a truthful but nervous or
incomplete account.

Critics further argue that an over-reliance on constraint methodologies can prioritize the verification
of suspected inconsistencies over the genuine exploration of the subject's true memory and
experience. This focus creates an adversarial environment that inherently hinders the accurate,
spontaneous recall of information, particularly for individuals who may struggle with sequencing or
detailed articulation under pressure. Furthermore, psychological research indicates that highly
constrained interviewing techniques may not be universally effective across all populations.
Subjects with differing cognitive processing styles, certain cultural backgrounds, or those suffering
from acute trauma may struggle significantly to provide specific details under the highly restricted
parameters of constraint questions, regardless of their inherent truthfulness. A failure to perform
well under the pressure of constraint questions may therefore be erroneously misinterpreted as
definitive evidence of deception, leading to fundamentally flawed investigative conclusions and
miscarriages of justice. The ongoing professional challenge is achieving a delicate balance
between the investigative need for precise, constraining information and the ethical requirement for
a conducive, non-hostile interview environment.

Further Reading
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