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COMMUNICATION ERROR HANDLING 
IN SUSPECT INTERVIEWS AND 
CRISIS NEGOTIATIONS

MIRIAM S. D. OOSTINGA  

You arrive at a scene in which someone is standing on the ledge of a roof, threatening to jump down.  
You’ve been briefed and start a conversation with the hope of getting them down safely. But, in your haste, 
you use the wrong name. What do you say next? Should you say sorry, deny that you were wrong, or blame 
the person who briefed you? 

This simple question was raised by a crisis negotiator in the 
UK. We went away to look up psychology and law research on 
the topic, but were surprised to discover that there was none. 
Even though errors are commonplace in conversations, and 
even more likely in high emotional and high-stake scenarios, 
nobody had examined them. My research is a response to this. 
It aims to better understand the effects of errors and how best 
to respond to them – an action referred to as communication 
error management. Together with colleagues I’ve assessed 
communication error management in both suspect interviews 
and crisis negotiations, and found some unexpected effects. 

The first goal of our work was to understand the kinds of errors 
officers make in interaction, and how they try to respond. In 
interviews with professional crisis negotiators we found a clear 
distinction between three types of error: factual, judgment and 
contextual. An error of fact is a message that is objectively wrong, 

such as the use of the wrong name, date or place. An error of 
judgment is a message that is subjectively wrong, such as not 
adequately reflecting the thoughts and feelings of the other party. 
An error of context is a message that shows a failure to adhere to 
police practices or procedures.

We also found it possible to classify officers’ responses into four 
categories: accept, apologise, attribute, and contradict. In an 
accept response, the error maker takes full responsibility. In an 
apologise response, the error maker takes responsibility and in a 
way, sympathises with the other party. In an attribute response, 
the error maker takes no responsibility and shifts the blame to 
a third party. In a contradict response, the error maker takes no 
responsibility and blames the conversation partner.

That’s what people say they do. But how do errors make them 
feel? As you might expect, professional law enforcement officers 
find making errors distracting and stressful. 

However, research in related domains has found that this 
negative impact can be reduced by taking an error management, 
rather than error prevention, approach. When taking an error 
management approach, errors are considered inevitable and 
are classified as opportunities from which one can learn. When 
taking an error prevention approach, errors are believed to be 
detrimental and should be prevented at all cost. 

Is it rational to be concerned about errors? Probably. We have 
found that judgment errors negatively affect trust and rapport 
in suspect interviews. But, we did not find this negative effect in 
crisis negotiations. Surprisingly, in both type of interactions, 

there was a positive effect of errors, with suspects sharing more 
information after an error was made. Suspects share more, it 
turns out, in an effort to explain why the law enforcement officer 
was wrong. 

The ultimate effect of an error is dependent on the response 
that is used after the error. An accept response is effective in 
re-establishing rapport and decreasing hostility. A contradict 
response threatens it. An accept response is more effective 
in suspect interviews. Apologies are more effective in crisis 
negotiations. A possible explanation for this latter difference 
is that the needs of the suspect may differ in these types of 
interactions. In a suspect interview, the suspect wants to make 
sure that the interviewer records the correct information,  
so a simple accept will do. In a crisis negotiation, the suspect 
needs attention and the sympathising tone of an apology 
addresses this need. 

All in all, communication errors can be both positive and 
negative. From the eyes of law enforcement officers, errors 
increase distraction and stress, while errors of judgment 
predominantly have a damaging effect on the suspect. But 
ultimately the effect of an error is determined by how the maker 
of the error responds.
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