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UNVEILING THE
REID TECHNIQUE
OF
INTERROGATION: A
DEEP DIVE INTO
ITS METHODS,
CONTROVERSIES,
AND MODERN
RELEVANCE

In  the  high-stakes
wor ld  o f  c r im ina l
justice,  few topics  stir
as  much  debate  and
fascinat ion  as  the
m e t h o d s  u s e d  t o
extract  confessions
from suspects.  Among
the  most  well-known
a n d  w i d e l y  u s e d

frameworks  is  The
Reid  Technique  Of
I n t e r r o g a t i o n .
Deve loped  i n  the
mid-20th  century  by
John  E .  Re id ,  th i s
approach  has  become
a  cornerstone  of  law
enforcement  training
across  the  Uni ted
States and beyond. But
what  exactly  is  this
technique? How does it
work,  and  why  has  it
b e c o m e  s u c h  a
polarizing  subject  in
legal and psychological
c i r c l e s ?  I n  t h i s
comprehensive  guide,
we  unpack  the  core
principles  of  The  Reid
T e c h n i q u e  O f
Interrogation,  explore
i t s  s t e p - b y - s t e p
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process,  examine  the
c o n t r o v e r s i e s
surrounding  it,  and
consider  its  place  in
modern  investigative
practice.  Whether  you
a r e  a  s t u d e n t  o f
criminology,  a  legal
professional,  or simply
a  curious  reader,  this
art ic le  prov ides  a
t h o r o u g h
understanding  of  one
of  the  most  influential
interrogation  systems
ever  created.

THE ORIGINS AND
DEVELOPMENT OF
THE REID
TECHNIQUE OF
INTERROGATION

The roots of  The Reid
T e c h n i q u e  O f
Interrogation  can  be
traced  back  to  the
1940s  and  1950s,  a
p e r i o d  w h e n  l a w
enforcement  agencies
were  seeking  more
s y s t e m a t i c  a n d
effective  ways  to

obtain  confessions.
J o h n  E .  R e i d ,  a
polygraph  expert  and
former  Chicago  police
officer,  began
developing his method
after  observing  that
standard  interrogation
practices  often  relied
on intuition rather than
proven  psychological
p r i n c i p l e s .  R e i d
b e l i e v e d  t h a t  a
s t r u c t u r e d ,  n o n -
c o n f r o n t a t i o n a l
approach, grounded in
an  understanding  of
human behavior, could
yield  more  reliable
results  while  reducing
t h e  r i s k  o f  f a l s e
confessions.
In  1962,  John  Reid,
a l o n g  w i t h  h i s
colleague  Fred  Inbau,
published  the  seminal
b o o k  C r i m i n a l
Interrogat ion  and
Confessions.  This  text
l a i d  o u t  t h e
foundational  principles
of what would become
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known  as  the  Reid
Technique. The method
was  initially  designed
f o r  u s e  a f t e r  a
p o l y g r a p h
examination,  but  it
quickly  evolved into a
s t a n d a l o n e
interrogation  protocol.
Over the decades, the
technique  has  been
refined  through
multiple editions of the
book,  incorporating
f e e d b a c k  f r o m
pract i t ioners  and
i n s i g h t s  f r o m
behavioral  psychology.
T o d a y ,  t h e  R e i d
Technique is taught in
f o r m a l  t r a i n i n g
programs  worldwide,
and  its  influence  can
b e  s e e n  i n  t h e
interrogation  manuals
of  numerous  federal,
state,  and  local  law
enforcement  agencies.

CORE PRINCIPLES:
UNDERSTANDING

THE PSYCHOLOGY
BEHIND THE
METHOD

At its  heart,  The Reid
T e c h n i q u e  O f
Interrogation is built on
a  f o u n d a t i o n  o f
behavioral  observation
and  psychological
influence.  The
technique  separates
the  invest igat ive
p r o c e s s  i n t o  t w o
distinct  phases:  the
Behavioral  Analysis
Interview  (BAI)  and
the  interrogation
proper.  The  BAI  is  a
n o n - a c c u s a t o r y
conversation  designed
to  e l i c i t  base l ine
behaviors  and identify
potential  deception,
while the interrogation
i s  a  m o r e  d i r e c t ,
accusatory  interaction
aimed  at  obtaining  a
confess ion  f rom  a
suspect believed to be
guilty.
Key  principles  of  the
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R e i d  T e c h n i q u e
include:

Anchoring
suspect
behavior to
establish a
baseline of
truthful
responses.
Observing
verbal and
nonverbal cues
that may indicate
deception, such
as changes in
posture, speech
patterns, or eye
contact.
Creating a
controlled
environment
that minimizes
distractions and
maximizes the
interrogator’s
psychological
advantage.
Using theme
development to
offer the suspect
moral or
psychological

justifications for
their actions.
Presenting
evidence
strategically,
even when it is
weak or
circumstantial, to
pressure the
suspect.

Proponents  of  the
technique argue that it
provides a systematic,
ethical  framework  for
gathering  information
a n d  s e c u r i n g
confessions from guilty
individuals.  Critics,
however, point out that
the same psychological
pressure  can  lead
innocent  people  to
confess,  especially
w h e n  t h e y  a r e
v u l n e r a b l e  o r
suggestible.

THE NINE STEPS
OF THE REID
TECHNIQUE OF
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INTERROGATION

The  interrogat ion
phase  o f  the  Re id
Technique is structured
around  nine  distinct
steps. These steps are
not always followed in
a rigid,  linear  fashion;
skilled  interrogators
adapt  them  to  the
specific  circumstances
of  each  case  and  the
personal i ty  of  the
suspect.  However,
understanding  these
steps provides a clear
window  into  how  the
technique  operates  in
practice.

Step 1:
Direct
Confronta
tion
The interrogator begins
by  directly  informing

the  suspect  that  they
are  bel ieved  to  be
guilty. This is done in a
confident,  matter-of-
f ac t  manner .  The
purpose  is  to  create
psychological  pressure
and  signal  that  the
interrogation  is  not  a
friendly  conversation
b u t  a  s e r i o u s
investigation.  The
suspect’s  immediate
r e a c t i o n  t o  t h i s
confrontat ion  can
prov ide  va luab le
behavioral  data.

Step 2:
Theme
Develop
ment
T h i s  i s  o f t e n
considered  the  most
c r i t i ca l  s tep .  The
interrogator  develops
one or more “themes”
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–  moral  or  situational
justifications  that  allow
the  suspect  to  save
face  while  admitting
guilt. For example, the
interrogator  might
suggest that the crime
was  an  accident,  that
the  victim  provoked
the suspect, or that the
suspect  was  under
e x t r e m e  d u r e s s .
Themes are tailored to
t h e  s u s p e c t ’ s
background,  values,
and  emotional  state.
The goal is to lower the
suspect’s resistance by
offering  a  plausible
excuse  that  makes
confession  feel  less
shameful.

Step 3:
Handling
Denials
I n  t h i s  s t e p ,  t h e
interrogator anticipates

and actively interrupts
any  attempt  by  the
suspect  to  deny  guilt.
T h e  i d e a  i s  t h a t
repeated  den ia l s
s t r e n g t h e n  t h e
suspect’s  resistance,
making  it  harder  to
obtain a confession. By
cutting  off  denials
q u i c k l y ,  t h e
interrogator  maintains
c o n t r o l  o f  t h e
conversat ion  and
prevents  the  suspect
from  psychologically
digging  in.

Step 4:
Overcomi
ng
Objection
s
Once  the  suspec t
realizes  that  simple
denials  are  ineffective,



The Reid Technique Of Interrogation 7

7

they  may  offer  logical
o b j e c t i o n s  o r
a l t e r n a t i v e
explanat ions .  For
example,  a  suspect
might  say,  “I  was  at
home  watching  TV  at
the time of the crime.”
The  interrogator  uses
these  objections  as
o p p o r t u n i t i e s  t o
reinforce  the  themes
developed in Step 2 or
t o  i n t r o d u c e
inconsistencies  that
challenge the suspect’s
story.

Step 5:
Procuring
and
Retaining
the

Suspect’s
Attention
After  the  suspect’s
initial  resistance  has
been  weakened,  the
interrogator  works  to
s e c u r e  t h e i r  f u l l
attention.  This  often
involves moving closer,
speaking in a softer or
more  sympathet ic
tone,  and  using  the
suspect’s  first  name.
The  interrogator  may
also  physically  move
their  chair  to  reduce
the  distance  between
themselves  and  the
suspect,  creating  a
sense of  intimacy and
urgency.

Step 6:
Handling
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the
Suspect’s
Passive

Mood
At  th i s  s tage ,  the
suspect  may  become
quiet,  withdrawn,  or
appear  to  be  thinking
ca re fu l l y .  Th i s  i s
interpreted as a sign of
internal  conflict  –  the
suspect is weighing the
c o n s e q u e n c e s  o f
confession against  the
m o u n t i n g
psychological pressure.
The  i n te r r oga to r
e n c o u r a g e s  t h i s
reflective  state  by
offering  sympathy,
understanding,  and  a
clear  path  to  relief
through  confession.

Step 7:
Presentin
g an
Alternativ
e
Question
This  is  the  pivotal
m o m e n t  o f  t h e
interrogation.  The
interrogator  poses  a
forced-choice  question
that  presents  two
alternatives,  both  of
which  imply  guilt.  For
example, “Did you plan
th is ,  o r  d id  i t  jus t
happen in the heat of
the  moment?”  The
suspect  is  g iven  a
chance  to  choose  the
m o r e  m o r a l l y
acceptable  option,
which  serves  as  an
implicit  admission  of
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involvement.  This
technique  is  designed
to  bypass  outr ight
denial and lead directly
to a confession.

Step 8:
Obtaining
an Oral
Confessio
n
Once  the  suspect  has
made  a  pa r t i a l  o r
implicit  admission, the
interrogator  works  to
e l i c i t  a  f u l l  o r a l
confession.  The  tone
s h i f t s  f r o m
confrontational  to
s u p p o r t i v e .  T h e
interrogator  praises
the  suspect  for  their
h o n e s t y  a n d
encourages  them  to
provide  a  detai led
a c c o u n t  o f  w h a t

happened. The goal is
to  obta in  a  c lear ,
u n a m b i g u o u s
statement that can be
used in court.

Step 9:
Convertin
g the Oral
Confessio
n into a
Written
or
Recorded
Statemen
t
In  the  final  step,  the
ora l  confess ion  is
documented .  The
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suspect  is  asked  to
w r i t e  o u t  t h e i r
s t a t e m e n t ,  o r  a
transcribed  version  is
prepared  for  their
s i g n a t u r e .  T h e
document should be in
the  suspect ’s  own
words  and  include  all
essential  elements  of
the crime. This step is
crucial  for  evidentiary
pu rposes  and  f o r
minimizing  the  risk  of
the  suspec t  l a te r
r e c a n t i n g  t h e i r
confession.

BEHAVIORAL
ANALYSIS: THE
PRE-
INTERROGATION
SCREENING TOOL

Before  the  formal
interrogation  begins,
The Reid Technique Of
I n t e r r o g a t i o n
e m p h a s i z e s  t h e
i m p o r t a n c e  o f  a
Behavioral  Analysis
Interview (BAI). This is
a  non-accusatory,

s t r u c t u r e d
conversation that takes
p lace  in  the  ear ly
s t a g e s  o f  a n
investigation.  During
the BAI, the interviewer
a s k s  a  s e r i e s  o f
investigative questions
a n d  b e h a v i o r a l -
provoking  questions.
The  suspect’s  verbal
a n d  n o n - v e r b a l
responses are analyzed
f o r  s i g n s  o f
t r u t h f u l n e s s  o r
deception.
Behavioral  indicators
tha t  t ra ined  Re id
practitioners  look  for
include:

Posture shifts
when sensitive
topics are raised.
Eye contact
patterns that
change
significantly
during key
questions.
Speech
hesitations,
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filler words, or
overly formal
language.
Emotional
displays that
seem
incongruent with
the context.
Specific verbal
denials that are
overly forceful or
qualified.

It is important to note
t h a t  t h e  R e i d
Technique  does  not
claim  that  any  single
behavior  is  proof  of
deception.  Instead,  it
relies  on  a  cluster  of
behaviors that deviate
from  the  individual’s
established  baseline.
The  BAI  i s  used  to
identify which subjects
should be interrogated
further  and  which
should be ruled out. In
theory, this helps focus
resources on the most
likely  suspects,  but  in
practice,  critics  argue
that  the  BAI  can  bias

invest igators  into
believing  a  suspect  is
gu i l t y  be fo re  the
interrogation  even
begins.

CRITICISMS AND
CONTROVERSIES
SURROUNDING
THE REID
TECHNIQUE OF
INTERROGATION

Despite its widespread
u s e ,  T h e  R e i d
T e c h n i q u e  O f
Interrogat ion  has
attracted  significant
criticism,  particularly
from  legal  scholars,
psychologists,  and
innocence  advocacy
organizations.  The
most serious concern is
that the technique can,
and  sometimes  does,
p r o d u c e  f a l s e
confessions.  Several
high-profile  cases have
involved suspects who
confessed under  Reid-
style  interrogation  but
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were  later  exonerated
by  DNA  evidence  or
other  exculpatory
information.
Key criticisms include:

Presumption of
guilt: The
technique is
designed for
interrogating
suspects who are
believed to be
guilty, which can
lead to
confirmation
bias.
Investigators
may overlook
evidence of
innocence and
interpret
ambiguous
behaviors as
signs of
deception.
Psychological
coercion: The
confrontational
nature of the first
step, the
blocking of

denials, and the
use of relentless
pressure can
overwhelm
vulnerable
individuals,
including
juveniles,
individuals with
intellectual
disabilities, and
those with
mental health
conditions.
False
confidence in
behavioral
indicators:
Research in
psychology has
shown that many
of the behavioral
cues taught in
the Reid
Technique are
not reliable
indicators of
deception.
People react
differently under
stress, and
behaviors that
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appear deceptive
may simply be
signs of anxiety,
fatigue, or
cultural
differences.
Training
deficiencies:
While the official
Reid training
program
emphasizes
ethical practice,
not all law
enforcement
agencies provide
the same level of
oversight. Poorly
trained
interrogators
may misuse the
technique,
leading to
coercive and
unethical
outcomes.

In  response  to  these
c r i t i c i s m s ,  s o m e
c o u n t r i e s  a n d
jur isdict ions  have
moved away from the
Reid Technique in favor

o f  a l t e r n a t i v e
a p p r o a c h e s  t h a t
prioritize  information
g a t h e r i n g  o v e r
confession. The United
Kingdom, for example,
uses the PEACE model
(P repara t i on  and
Planning,  Engage  and
Expla in ,  Account ,
Closure,  Evaluate),
w h i c h  i s  l e s s
confrontational  and
more  investigative  in
nature.  Similarly,  the
High-Value  Detainee
Interrogation  Group
(HIG)  in  the  United
States  has  developed
methods  based  on
rapport-building  and
e v i d e n c e - b a s e d
interviewing.

MODERN
RELEVANCE AND
BEST PRACTICES

In the current legal and
social climate, the use
of The Reid Technique
Of  Interrogation  is  a
subject  of  ongoing
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debate and refinement.
Many law enforcement
agencies  continue  to
use the technique, but
they  are  increasingly
aware  of  the  need  to
c o m b i n e  i t  w i t h
safeguards  against
false confessions. Best
practices for using the
Reid  Technique  today
include:

Mandatory
recording of all
interrogations
from start to
finish. This
provides an
objective record
that can be
reviewed by
courts, attorneys,
and independent
experts.
Limiting
interrogation
duration to
avoid exhaustion
and undue
pressure.
Providing
special

protections for
vulnerable
populations,
including
juveniles and
individuals with
cognitive
impairments.
Using the
technique only
when there is
reasonable
objective
evidence
supporting the
suspect’s
involvement,
rather than
relying solely on
behavioral cues.
Integrating
elements of
rapport-based
interviewing to
reduce the
potential for
coercion while
still achieving
investigative
goals.

Furthermore,  the legal
landscape has shifted.
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Courts  in  several  U.S.
states  have  begun  to
scrutinize  confession
evidence more closely,
especial ly  when  i t
comes from juvenile or
mental ly  impaired
defendants.  Expert
testimony on the risks
of  false  confessions,
including those arising
f r o m  T h e  R e i d

T e c h n i q u e  O f
I n te r roga t i on ,  i s
b e c o m i n g  m o r e
common  in  criminal
t r i a l s .  T h i s  h a s
p r o m p t e d  s o m e
training  programs  to
update  their  curricula
and  p lace  greater
emphasis  on  ethical
interviewing  practices.
Technology is


