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Abstract
This article explores the construction of offences as ‘accidental’ in police-suspect interactions. The 
data comprise audio-recorded investigative interviews, which were analysed using conversation 
analysis. In these interviews, suspects often do not explicitly state the nature of their defence 
when answering police officers’ questions; instead, suspects’ defensive practices or techniques 
are embedded in the narrative accounts they give of what happened, thus exhibiting rather 
claiming their ‘innocence’. My focus here is on a particular type of defence, namely, one in which 
suspects portray an event as having been ‘accidental’. I show that this defence of ‘accident’ is 
associated with several discourse features including: building a plausible and trivial context in 
which the untoward incident occurred, describing the untoward action or series of actions, 
using impersonal or agentless constructions, and representing the disproportionality between 
the putative victim’s reaction and the aggressor’s untoward conduct. The accountability of these 
descriptions, however, does not rely on one unique feature, but rather on suspects’ ability to 
combine these features in such a way that each establishes the grounds for others.

Keywords
Police interviews, criminal offences, suspects, accident, defensive techniques, accounts, action 
description, conversation analysis

Introduction

A disturbing case was reported in the British media in 2015, concerning the murder of 
a 16-year-old girl from Bristol, Becky Watts. Her stepbrother, Nathan Mathews, and 
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his girlfriend, Shauna Hoare, were arrested on suspicion of murdering Watts, after her 
dismembered body had been found in a house in Bristol. In his interview, Mathews 
explained that he had planned to kidnap the teenager in order to scare her into being 
more appreciative of life and of other people, particularly since she had been behaving 
badly towards his disabled mother, doing things such as leaving objects on the floor to 
trip her over. However, he claimed, his plan had gone wrong; according to him, he 
went to Watts’ room using a mask then panicked when the mask slipped, and she could 
see his face. Eventually, he admitted to having killed her, but characterized the incident 
as a ‘terrible accident’, stating that his girlfriend played no part in it. In court, the pros-
ecution presented a quite different version, according to which the defendants operated 
in collaboration with one another in a sexually motivated crime. The police found that 
he had been accessing pornographic websites and watching pornographic videos, 
including some in which the actresses dressed like schoolgirls. The investigators had 
also discovered several intimate messages exchanged between Mathews and Hoare in 
which they discussed kidnapping a petite girl.1 In short, the prosecution case was that 
the defendants acted ‘by design’ – that the death of Becky Watts was no accident, but 
a planned murder.

This case displays a number of important issues: first, it demonstrates that there may 
be alternative or competing accounts of what actually happened, each account support-
ing a different version of how and why the incident occurred. Second, in events that 
might be regarded as involving transgressive and deviant actions, people may attempt 
to defend themselves by contesting or deflecting allegations about their conduct; and 
third, portraying the incident as an accident is one such defensive strategy suspects may 
use to contest the attribution of intentionality to their actions.

In this paper, I will explore the use of the defence of ‘accident’ in police interviews 
with suspects in England, focussing on how suspects construct potential criminal offences 
as having arisen from accidental conduct. Before doing so, I will briefly discuss the lit-
erature on accounting and defensive strategies in police settings and then present the data 
and methods used for this study.

Accounting and defensive strategies

Accounts have been considered as a linguistic device mobilized by those whose actions 
have been submitted to evaluative inquiry (Scott and Lyman, 1968); in other words, 
they are verbal statements in which speakers explain to another their potentially deviant 
actions. These explanations could work as excuses or justifications (Austin, 1957; Scott 
and Lyman, 1968), the latter being an account in which the person accepts responsibility 
for the incident but denies any wrongdoing, arguing that it was the correct or right thing 
to do in the circumstances; whilst in the former, the speaker admits wrongdoing but 
seeks to mitigate or deny responsibility for that misconduct (e.g. having acted under 
duress).

Although that distinction appears to make sense on an abstract level, it falls short 
in describing precisely the actual use of these defensive techniques in police settings, 
as we shall see in the next sections. In concrete episodes, ‘to deny responsibility 
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represents a partial claim that the act was not “really” wrong’ (Emerson, 1969: 143). 
For instance, when someone portrays the incident as an accident, the person is not 
only denying or mitigating responsibility, but also characterizing the episode as some-
thing other than wrong (malfeasance). Hence, the distinction operates best at a theo-
retical level, as a taxonomy, but it does not clearly capture what participants are 
actually doing as they answer questions in police interviews, for example. In this 
sense, the term ‘account’ should not be used to refer only to explicitly motivational or 
explanatory objects, but also to any descriptive resource that, in a particular interac-
tional context, is used to display defensiveness and deflect blame allocation (Atkinson 
and Drew, 1979).

Accounting practices are a pervasive feature of most legal settings, including police 
interviews and interrogations, in which, when questioned by police officers (hereafter POs) 
about a potential unlawful conduct, suspects will often respond by describing the event in 
such a way as to deflect blame from themselves. In this sense, police-suspect interactions are 
a rich context in which to identify and analyse the language resources used by people to 
account for their untoward behaviour. Nevertheless, the literature on interactions in police 
interviews and interrogations has focussed more on POs’ questioning (Ferraz de Almeida 
and Drew, 2020; Johnson, 2020; Komter, 2003; Stokoe, 2009), setting aside investigating 
suspects’ construction of defensive accounts. Among the exceptions is Watson’s (1997) 
research on the methods offenders use to describe their victims in US murder police inter-
rogations, explaining their motives and attempting to blame the victims for the incident. 
Similarly, Stokoe (2010) examined the categorial and sequential properties of denials by 
men accused of assaulting women in police-suspects interviews (England). Whilst blaming 
the victim and simple denials are certainly two forms of defences employed by suspects, 
they are not the only ones available to them. As I have pointed earlier, in order to defend 
against an accusation, one does not have to deny or blame someone else for it. One can also 
portray the event as an accident. By analysing instances in which this particular defence 
technique is used in police interviews in England, I hope to contribute to the understanding 
of the language resources used by people to describe their conduct and for recognizing these 
descriptions as a particular form of account.

Data and methods

This paper draws upon 27 audio-recorded police interviews with suspects in a police 
station in England. These recordings were produced as a standard police procedure and 
collected by other researchers as part of a project on neighbour disputes (see Edwards 
and Stokoe, 2011; Stokoe and Edwards, 2007). The extracts presented here were 
selected from three interviews in which the suspect, whilst building their accounts, 
portrayed the incident as an accident. All names and other identifying information were 
pseudonymized at source. These extracts were transcribed according to the conventions 
widely used in conversation analysis (henceforth CA) (Jefferson, 2004). CA was used 
to analyse the data in order ‘to discover and explicate the practices through which inter-
actants produce and understand talk’, and thereby make visible the accountability of 
descriptions and social actions (Drew, 2005: 75).
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Portraying an event as an accident

Building a defence in which an incident is characterized as an accident (i.e. having been 
accidental in character, or having resulted accidentally from some circumstances that 
perhaps might not have been anticipated) is not a privilege of high-profile cases such as 
the murder of Becky Watts. Even in more mundane cases, suspects may construct 
accounts in which their conduct is represented as accidental.

The following extract is from an interview between two POs and an 83-year-old man 
suspected of having exposed himself to a young girl.

Extract 1 [PN-64a]
1	 PO1:	 .hh <Okay>(0.2)<what I’m gonna do is th->I’m not gonna beat
2		  around the bush (0.5) er (.) I wan- I wanna go straight to
3		  the point (0.6) okay (1.2) Have you today (0.8) at any time
4		  (0.6) exposed your penis (0.5) to the girl (0.3) who lives
5		  next door to you,
6		  (0.8)
7	 S:	 Have I spoke to h[er?
8	 PO1:	                  [Exposed your penis (.) to the girl [who
9	 S:	                                                      [yeah
10	 PO1:	 lives next door.
11	 S:	 Oh yes (.) I have (.) yes=
12	 PO1:	 =You have,
13	 S:	 Ye:s (1.2) but it was accidentally it wasn’t done intentional.
14		  (0.9)
15	 PO1:	 Right.

In this extract, having seemed at first not to have heard the question (line 7), the 
suspect replied positively to the repeated question, confirming that he had exposed 
himself to a young girl (‘Oh yes (.) I have (.) yes’, line 11). The police officer then 
formulated the suspect’s answer, expressing some surprise, conveyed by the intonation 
at the end of the utterance (‘=You have’, line 12). The suspect subsequently confirmed 
again that he had exposed himself, but added that he had done so accidentally, not 
intentionally (line 13).

This brief example shows that, as in the case of Becky Watts, one defensive tech-
nique available to the suspect is to claim that the incident was an accident, hence a 
misfortune rather than a deliberate transgression (Austin, 1966). The suspect made this 
claim straightforwardly, having admitted doing the action about which the police 
inquired, using a formula ‘I did it, but it was an accident’. However, this is not the only 
way in which a suspect may indicate that an apparent transgression happened acciden-
tally. As I will go on to show, there are cases in which the suspect does not say explic-
itly that the event was or has arisen from an accident, but rather leaves it to the police 
officer to infer the accidental nature of the event or incident.

In this paper, I focus on the dimensions that underlie the understandability of par-
ticular accounts through which suspects represent apparently untoward conduct as 
having been an innocent misfortune. What are the properties of talk that enable the 
POs, as competent members, to hear a particular description as a portrayal of an event/
incident as an accident? In the following sections, I will present and discuss each of the 
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analytical properties or dimensions, identified through an analysis of three interviews 
from my data set.

The description of the action

The following extract is from an interview in which two police officers (PO1 and PO2) 
questioned a teenage girl (S) who had been arrested on suspicion of having assaulted2 
another girl on the way home from school.

Extract 2 [PN-03]
1	 PO1:	>So if you can cast your< mi:nd back (.) to eh: Tuesday the twenty
2		  seventh of January when the assault happened .hhh on Maureen
3		  Ball >an’ tell me in your own words< and as best you ca:n (0.4)
4		  ehm:	exactly what happened (0.3) during that day y’know on the
5		  afternoon and what happened on the way home from schoo:l
6		  (0.8)
7	 S:	 °Okay° (0.6) Mmm what happened is mmm (0.5) school had finished
8		  (0.5) and I was going to go town (0.4) with one of my friends but
9		  I hadn’t caught up with her because she (0.3) went ahead to catch
10		 the bus.
11		 (0.7)
12	S:	 And I was runni:ng,
13		 (0.2)
14	S:	 a:nd I spilt some- (0.5) spilt some pop over Maureen:, and then
15		 she turned around and pushed me.
16		 (0.4)
17		 And went to punch me. And then, (0.4) I just remember, I think
18		 (0.3) I- (.) slapped her
19		 (0.2)
20	S:	 or punched her first,
21		 (0.2)
22		 and then (1.0) we just started fighti:ng,
23		 (.)
24		 we jus- she was just grabbing on to me and I was jus- I was just
25		 hitting her.
26		 (.)
27		 I can’t really remember because it like was, I was like really
28		 angry but mmm, basically just fighting really. And erm, that was
29		 it really.

Following Austin (1957), the event as a whole could be described using a term such as 
‘assault’, which seems to characterise what happened during a spate of time as a single 
activity. However, that apparent single piece of conduct is actually composed by a mul-
titude of constituents or bits of actions. For instance, as can be seen from the extract 
above, the potential transgression is comprised of at least four main components: (i) run-
ning to catch a bus, (ii) spilling something on someone – an action which might have 
initiated the incident, (iii) someone turning and pushing, and (iv) retaliation (‘slapped or 
punched her first’) in anticipation. Each of these components consists of a number of 
other components. One can then deconstruct or dismantle the ‘machinery of the act, and 
describe (and excuse) separately the intelligence, the appreciation, the planning, the 
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decision, the execution and so forth’ (Austin, 1957: 27). By doing so, one can analyse, 
step-by-step, how suspects construct their versions, especially in terms of the descriptive 
resources used to portray their innocence.

Thus, the first property to observe is related to the description of the action selected 
by the suspect to depict each part of the episode. As is evident in extract 2 above, by put-
ting together that she was running and [thereby] spilt some liquid on someone, the sus-
pect did not explicitly portray her conduct in the scene as having been accidental. Until 
that moment, it was up to the POs to draw that inference from the suspect’s description 
of the series of actions that might have initiated the incident. However, that description 
enabled the PO herself to infer that the suspect might have tripped whilst running, then 
spilt the liquid, as is evident in extract 3 below. This is implied through the description 
‘and I was runni:ng’ (line 12), which is not used simply as an action-in-a-sequence (as it 
would be in, e.g. ‘I was walking, then I was running, then I was walking again’). The 
description ‘as I was running’ works in an adverbial manner, that is, to characterize and 
project the next action, spilling (‘an:d I spilt some. .  .’, line 14). The claimed accidental 
character of the event, although not stated explicitly, is nevertheless evident in the sus-
pect’s account; in other words, it is implied or embedded in the description of a careful 
sequence of events (Auburn et al., 1995) constructed by the suspect, rather than being 
stated explicitly as happened in extract 1. As the questioning continues, the PO approached 
the potentially accidental character of the suspect’s action by asking what had precipi-
tated her trip (‘what caused you to trip?’, line 1).

Extract 3 [PN-03]
1	 PO1:	An’ how did you trip then? Wh- wh- how- what caused you to trip?
2		  (0.7)
3	 S:	 .hh cause there’s: there’s li::ke (1.3) there’s a ke:rb and then
4		  it’s the Holiday Inn entrance
5		  (0.5)
6		  And that’s like basically where it all happened.
7		  (0.5)
8		  Where like the cars come in and that, and I was just
9		  running, >and buckled a bit, and it tripped and it spilled on
10		  her< and it spilled on me al:so. And I was just like hhh sorry
11		  and she just turned around and pushed me and I said oh why did ya
12		  do that for °an’ whatever°

The suspect did not say she had tripped. When in line 1 the PO asked about what caused 
the suspect to trip, she displays an inference, connecting ‘running’ and ‘spilling’, the two 
actions explicitly described by the suspect in her previous answers. The inference appears 
as an embedded presupposition in PO’s question: that the suspect was building a version 
in which the incident was precipitated by an accident. In making this inference, the PO 
exposes – and most likely challenges afterwards (see extract 4 below) the suspects’ 
account. The suspect becomes accountable for her version and should not only describe 
the actions of running to catch the bus and spilling soft drink on someone, but also estab-
lish a causal relation between them.

Looking again at extract 2, after building a description of a series of pieces of conduct 
which form the potential transgression, the suspect characterized the upshot of her con-
duct as ‘fighting’ (‘we just started fighti:ng’, line 22), implying the incident was an 
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exchange rather than a unilateral attack. This account is supported by the use of the pro-
noun ‘we’ as the actor-agent and by the subsequent descriptions she built about the 
details of the fight, where the supposed victim was actually ‘grabbing on to her’, whilst 
she was ‘just hitting on her’ (lines 24–25). Her action description thereby minimized her 
responsibility by subsuming her actions within a different form of activity, that is, a fight; 
and in a fight, responsibility may be distributed between ‘the fighters’.

The following extract occurred halfway through the same interview, and begins with 
the first question asked in this interview by the second police officer (PO2).

Extract 4 [PN-03]
1	 PO2:	=You’re saying (0.3) the incident started because you tripped and
2		  you spilt some pop
3	 S:	 Mm=
4	 PO2:	=Righ’. We’ve seen the top that Maureen was wearing
5		  (0.2)
6	 PO2:	And I would say that that hasn’t been caused by someone tripping.
7		  (0.6)
8	 S:	 M[mm.
9	 PO2:	 [It’s been thrown at somebody
10		  (.)
11	 PO2:	There’s too much juice
12		  (0.2)
13		  Or too much whatever it is on her top, that we’ve still got
14		  (0.8)
15	 PO2:	To coincide with someone tri[ppin
16	 S:		  [Mm
17	 PO2:	And doing that? hh (I-) the whole top is ruined.
18		  (0.6)
19	 PO2:	It’s all stained. An it’s stained with a brown liquid I think
20		  might be tea or coffee or some (0.6) some hot drink.

PO2 began by building a version of the episode that contrasted with and challenged the 
suspect’s description – and implicit explanations – of how the incident had begun. He intro-
duced that version by formulating (Ferraz de Almeida and Drew, 2020) the suspect’s prior 
account (‘=You’re saying. . .’, lines 1–2). The contrast is achieved by restating some par-
ticular pieces or items from the suspect’s version (‘the incident started because you tripped 
and spilled some pop’, lines 1–2) and introducing some first-hand knowledge about the 
consequences of the event (‘We’ve seen the top that Maureen was wearing’, line 4), high-
lighting an inconsistency between the suspect’s claim and some physical evidence (‘And I 
would say that that hasn’t been caused by someone tripping’, line 6). The description here 
is one that relies on shared commonsense knowledge. In terms of identity, PO2 does not 
seem to be talking as a policeman with specialized technical knowledge about fibres or 
cloths; he is just looking at someone’s clothes as ‘anyone’ would and reaching a conclusion 
which relies on mundane reasoning practices (Pollner, 1987). Building on Hart and Honoré 
(1985), it is the ordinary person’s notions of causation (and not the expert’s or the scien-
tist’s) with which the police and the law are concerned.

Moreover, by using an impersonal or passive construction (Pomerantz, 1978), ‘it’s 
been thrown at somebody’ (line 9), PO2 characterized the scene in a way that contrasted 
with that offered by the suspect, thereby avoiding directly accusing her of (deliberately) 
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throwing the liquid at the claimed victim. Whereas ‘spilling’, especially if preceded by 
‘tripping’, implies an accident, ‘throwing’ conveys some degree of intentionality, which, 
as noted previously, turns out to be one of the points the police have to prove to charge 
the suspect with an assault.

The suspect’s version that the incident began through an accidental spillage and sub-
sequently turned into a fight was challenged by the police officer later in the same 
interview:

Extract 5 [PN-03]
1	 PO2:	 hh if that’s how the accident (0.4) or this fight’s happened
2		  (0.2)	 then fair enough (.) fights happen. But i[t
3	 S:		             [Mm
4	 PO2:	 appears to be (0.3)an ongoing bullying problem that’s taken too
5		  far.
6		  (1.5)
7	 PO2:	 And there’s- (0.2) she is- what injuries have you sustained from
8		  the assault. (From that-) (0.3) that particular night >that
9		  particular day< what injuries did you have on you.
10		  (0.5)
11	 S:	 None
12		  (.)
13	 PO2:	 None at all.

PO2 opened with the characterization ‘accident’ (line 1), then substituting or adding 
‘fight’, ‘or’ working either to add an item to a list or as a repair marker, substituting an 
item for a prior item (line 1). He then set those characterizations aside (‘those’ being 
‘accident’ and ‘fights happen’) with the suggestion that what happened fitted another 
pattern, an ‘ongoing bullying problem’ (line 4), and re-categorized the event as an 
‘assault’ (line 8), thereby successively upgrading the seriousness of the incident and, by 
implication, the blameworthiness of the suspect’s conduct that led to the incident. 
Moreover, the ways he portrayed the incident have different practical implications, espe-
cially in terms of legal relevance, since whether within a broader bullying context or not, 
an assault represents a criminal offence.

This recharacterization work relied also on the contrast that PO2 drew between the 
injuries sustained by the suspect (none), and those that PO2 later went onto detail that 
were sustained by the alleged victim, as seen in the extract below:

Extract 6 [PN-03]
1	 PO1:	 Okay .hhh from the injuries that we’ve seen on Mau↑ree:n,
2		  (0.5) >you do know- you do remember that she was remanded
3		  in hospital< overnight, [don’t you.
4	 S:		  [(°yeah°)=
5	 PO1:	 =Okay .hh the reason why Maureen was in hospital was
6		  because she received a severe kicking (.) on her back,
7		  .hhh which caused ehmm some (.) damage to her kidneys.
8		  And at the time of the assault, she actually wet herself
9		  (0.6) and actually that indicates- I mean >I’m not a
10		  medical expert or anything< but that indicates that
11		  she received a severe kicking in the back. (0.5) .hh
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12		  damage to her kidneys and for the hospital to remand her
13		  overnight(0.5)for observations, and she also had ehm
14		  (0.3) a CCT scan (0.4) to monitor her kidneys. (0.6) So
15		  obviously she must have got quite a g- a good kicking in
16		  the back=
17	 S:	 =°Uhum°

The fact that the suspect did not sustain any injuries from the incident, whereas the puta-
tive victim had to be kept3 in the hospital overnight to have her damaged kidneys moni-
tored is used to recast the event. Instead of being characterized as a fight that was the 
outcome of an accidental spillage of soft drink, the event is now portrayed, accountably, 
as an assault, committed deliberately, which had serious health implications for one of 
the parties involved.

In extract 5, the PO did not directly contest the suspect’s account, but rather showed 
how the same event can be reinterpreted if it is put into a different context, in this case, a 
context of ongoing bullying. If one takes those same facts and put them into that picture, 
there will be a different gestalt (Garfinkel, 2002). That provides a different context in 
which to interpret the conduct of both girls – if the context is a pattern of bullying, then 
the incident can be taken to have a more ‘blameable’ cause, that is, that the suspect 
intended to cause harm to the victim (mens rea element4).

A similar device was used by an adult male suspect during an interview in which he 
was being questioned about an incident involving an alleged assault and criminal dam-
age that occurred in his ex-girlfriend’s neighbourhood.

Extract 7 [PN-80]
1	 PO1:	 Mmm earlier on tonight you were arrested by: PC0916 Smith (1.1)
2		  at Smiths Falls Police Station in relation to eh: an assault and
3		  criminal damage eh:: which was an incident relating to eh:: (0.5)
4		  eh: I think it was forty eight Duncan Close earlier on today.
5		  (0.9)
6	 PO1:	 In your own words, and in your own time obviously, d’you wanna
7		  (1.0) to go ahead and tell me exactly what happened,
		  .
		  ((20 lines omitted – some shown in ex.7a below))
		  .
28	S:	 I phoned a taxi (0.4).hh told him to go to 48 Duncan Close.
29		 (0.8)
30	S:	 When the taxi pulled up I says to the taxi driver, can you turn
31		 round in the close.hhh I’ll be two minutes, and then I want to
32		 go to Potter Street Police Station
33		 (.)
34	S:	 Me thinking I’d be two minutes:
35		 (0.4)
36	S:	 .hh I went through the porch at forty si-forty six Duncan Close,
37		 (0.3)
38		 .hh I knocked on the front door,
39		 (1.0)
40	S:	 Unfortunately, knocking on the front door (0.5) >as you can see
41		 I’ve got my hand in a plaster cast< (0.3).hhh as I was knocking
42		 on the front door(.) little window, the little window went in
43		 (0.8)
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44		 At this stage (.) a bloke that I vaguely remember lives there
45		 (.) came running out (.) and hurled himself towards me,
46		 (0.2)
47		 .hh and we were wrestling in- in the little (0.5) porch,
48		 (0.7)
49	S:	 .hh as I’m trying to tell him not to touch the kids next door
50		� anymo::re(0.2) him and his wife start beatin’ me around the 

head.
51		 (0.2)
52	S:	 And as it- we spilled out into the front ga:rden .hhh >then
53		 there’s loads of people round me<
54		 (0.6)
55	S:	 About si- between six and ten people round me .hh an’ all I can
56		 remember is tryin’ to fight my way out of there
57		 (0.3)
58	S:	 As everyone’s trying to hit me (.) >and that’s it< ((continues))

Here too, the suspect did not explicitly claim that the incident was an accident. Instead, 
his defence of ‘accident’ is embedded in a description in which he happened to have his 
hand in plaster (‘>as you can see I’ve got my hand in a plaster cast<’, lines 40–41), so 
that by knocking on the little window he inadvertently (accidentally) broke it. Although 
the accidental character of the incident is conveyed through several features of the 
description, including the context in which the action took place and the impersonal 
construction (see pp.18–19), it is important to highlight also the verb the suspect selected 
to describe the physical contact between his hands and the door. By describing his action 
as ‘knocking’, instead of ‘banging’ or ‘punching’, for example, he characterized his con-
duct as perfectly innocent, as something that anyone would do for calling someone inside 
the house. He then continued by describing a scene in which someone he ‘vaguely 
remembered’ lived there, and who responded to the breaking of the window by running 
and hurling towards him (lines 44–45), when they started to ‘wrestle’ in the little porch 
(line 47), from which point the suspect begins to cast himself as victim rather than per-
petrator. However, the key point is that through his descriptions of the scene and his 
conduct the suspect’s descriptions imply that the consequences of his actions, breaking 
the door, the ‘fight’ and so on, were not intended, but were rather unfortunate accidents.

Building a context for the accident

The second property associated with the defence of ‘accident’ concerns the context con-
structed by suspects in order to describe each of the potential transgressive pieces of 
conduct.

From Extract 2 [PN-03]
7	 S:	°Okay° (0.6) Mmm what happened is mmm (0.5) school had finished
8		  (0.5) and I was going to go town (0.4) with one of my friends but
9		  I hadn’t caught up with her because she (0.3) went ahead to catch
10		  the bus.
11		  (0.7)
12	 S:	And I was runni:ng,
13		  (0.2)
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14	 S:	a:nd I spilt some- (0.5) spilt some pop over Maureen:, and then
15		  she turned around and pushed me.

In this extract, the suspect framed her account by depicting the unfolding scene as an 
ordinary, unexceptional one (lines 1–4). Her description consisted of a series of unre-
markable features of her being an ordinary student, doing things every student does, in a 
particular order that makes sense for everyone who hears it. Each particular part of these 
descriptions sets up and accounts for the subsequent part and gives credibility to the ver-
sion in which the incident has arisen from an accident – for example, it is feasible to spill 
some liquid on someone accidentally when not walking at a normal pace; one should 
have an excuse to run, which is provided by an attempt to catch up with a friend who 
went ahead to take a bus, etc. The context is one in which a student left school at the end 
of the day and ran to catch up with a schoolfriend who went ahead, in order to take the 
bus into town together. By highlighting the scene’s mundane, unremarkable and non-
problematic features, the suspect is ‘doing being ordinary’ (Sacks, 1984: 413–429). She 
described the incident using a first-person narrative, which established the ordinariness 
of the scene paving the way to the incident, making available the juxtaposition of the 
ordinary with the extraordinary actions and events that subsequently occurred. In other 
words, this narrative was designed to portray the suspect as someone who was not look-
ing for trouble, but rather the trouble came to her, accidentally (Kidwell, 2009).

In the extract below, the same device is used by the suspect, who built a narrative in 
which the descriptions of the actions that preceded the potential criminal offences are put 
into a context of a mundane scene.

Extract 7a [PN-80] (An excerpt from ex.7 above, including some lines, 
15-28, omitted in that example)
15	 S:	 .hh I phoned up me ex-girlfriend (0.7) .hhh and she was cry:ing,
16		  very upset, saying that she’d spent the night in police custody,
17		  (0.3)
18	 S:	 An- me ex-girlfriend being the one that lives at forty six Duncan
19		  Close=
20	 PO1:	=°Okay°
21	 S:	 Miss Beth Rawlings
22		  (0.6)
23	 S:	 Sh- sh- she was cry:ing, she said she’d spent the night in police
24		  custody
25		  (0.5)
26	 S:	 Because she’d had yet >another run-in< with the neighbour.
27		  (0.8)
28	 S:	 I phoned a taxi (0.4).hh told him to go to 48 Duncan Close.
29		  (0.8)
30	 S:	 When the taxi pulled up I says to the taxi driver, can you turn
31		  round in the close.hhh I’ll be two minutes, and then I want to
32		  go to Potter Street Police Station
33		  (.)
34	 S:	 Me thinking I’d be two minutes:
35		  (0.4)
36	 S:	 .hh I went through the porch at forty si-forty six Duncan Close,
37		  (0.3)
38		  .hh I knocked on the front door,
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The context portrayed by the suspect is one in which he asked a taxi driver to take him 
to the address of his ex-girlfriend’s neighbour. The normality or ordinariness of the scene, 
and therefore the suspect’s ‘innocence’ is conveyed particularly by his having requested the 
taxi driver, when they arrived at the address, to wait for him for only a short while (can you 
turn round in the close.hhh I’ll be two minutes’, lines 30–31) then drive him to the police 
station afterwards (‘and then I want to go to Potter Street Police Station’ lines 31–32). By 
doing so, he relied on some commonsense knowledge conveying the mundane, unprob-
lematic and innocent nature of his conduct. Through his description, he implied that he 
would not have asked the taxi driver to wait for him nor told him that he wanted him to 
drive to a police station if he had been going to have a fight with someone (by design).

In each case, the suspect builds a particular context in which the incident occurred and 
the main action was committed. Each constructs a plausible or reasonable account or an 
account of legitimate circumstances for someone doing what they were doing – for 
example, running to catch a friend after school or taking a taxi and asking the driver to 
wait for him until gets back from a talk with his ex-girlfriend neighbour; and these 
accounts seem even more legitimate or plausible once one notices a contrast between the 
triviality or ordinariness of the context in which the incident takes place and the extraor-
dinary nature of the incident itself. They are rather careful to put those descriptions 
together and without saying that it was unintentional; both suspects only imply that sense 
of non-deliberateness. In sum, the suspects designed their turns to depict the episodes as 
accidents – incidents that can be explained in terms of perfectly understandable circum-
stances at the time in which they occurred.

Agentless or impersonal (passive) constructions

The third device for describing an incident as having arisen ‘accidentally’ is the use of 
agentless or impersonal constructions by the suspect, as one can observe in the following 
extracts.

Extract 3 [PN-03]
1	 PO1:	An’ how did you trip then? Wh- wh- how- what caused you to trip?
2		  (0.7)
3	 S:	 .hh cause there’s: there’s li::ke (1.3) there’s a ke:rb and then
4		  it’s the Holiday Inn entrance
5		  (0.5)
6		  And that’s like basically where it all happened.
7		  (0.5)
8		  Where like the cars come in and that, and I was just
9		  running, >and buckled a bit, and it tripped and it spilled on
10		 her< and it spilled on me al:so. And I was just like hhh sorry
11		 and she just turned around and pushed me and I said oh why did ya
12		 do that for °an’ whatever°

From Extract 7 [PN-80]
36	 S:	 .hh I went through the porch at forty si-forty six Duncan Close,
37		  (0.3)
38		  .hh I knocked on the front door,
39		  (1.0)
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40	 S:	 Unfortunately, knocking on the front door (0.5) >as you can see
41		  I’ve got my hand in a plaster cast< (0.3).hhh as I was knocking
42		  on the front door(.) little window, the little window went in

Extract 8 [PN-80]
1	 PO1:	 So: (0.6) you’ve gone to number forty eight Duncan,
2	 S:	 Yes: with [the intention-
3	 PO1:	           [( )
4	 S:	 With the intention of tellin’ the ma:n (0.3) not to pick on the
5		  kids: next doo:r cause the last six months. h to year-to a year,
6		  he’s been pickin’ on (.) my ex-girlfriend’s children.
7		  (1.9)
8	 S:	 And as I’ve banged on the front doo:r my plaster cast has gone
9		  through the little pane of glass (.) in the front door.

Extract 9 [PN-80]
1	 S:	 My intention was to talk to the man: unfortunately as I knocked
2		  on the door: .hh my plaster cast went through the little window.

By contrast with extract 2 (line 8) in which the suspect had said it was she who spilt 
the liquid (‘I spilt some pop over Maureen’), here in extract 3 (line 9), she selected an 
agentless construction, that is, ‘it’, which de-agentified the conduct. By doing so, the 
suspect seemed to be oriented to sustain the accidental character of the episode and 
undermine any sort of claim that it was an intentional action. In this interview, selecting 
the verb ‘to spill’ allows the suspect to choose between using it transitively or intransi-
tively (ergative verbs), as it is the case in extracts 2 and 3, respectively.

The same device of agentlessness is also used multiple times by the suspect in the 
interview about the fight that ensued after the suspect broke a small pane of glass in the 
front door; in extracts 7, 8 and 9, he defended himself against the allegation of criminal 
damage by saying that ‘the little window went in’ (line 42); ‘my plaster cast has gone 
through the little pane of glass (.) in the front door’ (lines 8–9) and ‘my plaster cast went 
through the little window’ (line 2), respectively. In these extracts, the suspects selected 
delexicalized verbs, that is, verbs that are devoid of lexical content compared to other 
options, for example, ‘broke’ or ‘smashed’ (Johnson, 2020).

Attributing responsibility to someone often involves discursively tagging a 
blameworthy action to an actor-agent who performed it (Pomerantz, 1978). Thus, by 
using agentless or impersonal constructions, the suspects above are building descrip-
tions that are ‘shaped as reports of “events that happened” rather than of actions 
performed by actor-agents’ (Pomerantz, 1978: 117). Suspects use that device in order 
to deny or mitigate their responsibility regarding the crime for which they are 
investigated.

Disproportionality of the victim’s reaction

The fifth and last feature associated with characterizing an incident as having been acci-
dental is the claimed disproportionality between the suspect’s conduct and the victim’s 
reaction, a disproportionality that, in the suspect’s account, is conveyed through contrast-
ing the suspect’s reasonableness with the victim’s unreasonableness.
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From Extract 2 [PN-03]
1	 S:	 °Okay° (0.6) Mmm what happened is mmm (0.5) school had finished
2		  (0.5) and I was going to go town (0.4) with one of my friends but
3		  I hadn’t caught up with her because she (0.3) went ahead to catch
4		  the bus.
5		  (0.7)
6	 S:	 And I was runni:ng,
7		  (0.2)
8	 S:	 a:nd I spilt some- (0.5) spilt some pop over Maureen:, and then
9		  she turned around and pushed me.
10		  (0.4)
11		  And went to punch me. And then, (0.4) I just remember, I think
12		  (0.3) I- (.) slapped her
13		  (0.2)
14	 S:	 or punched her first,
15		  (0.2)
16		  and then (1.0) we just started fighti:ng,

The central issues in this extract concern temporality and intentionality. In other words, 
which action has initiated the sequence of events. On one hand, the suspect’s description 
conveys that the alleged victim hit her first, which means that the suspect hitting the 
victim is depicted as a reaction, not a first action. On the other hand, the suspect acknowl-
edges that the victim’s action was itself a reaction, namely a reaction to the suspect spill-
ing drinking on the victim. However, this first action, that is, spilling, was not deliberate. 
In sum, the suspect’s account consists of:

1.	 a non-intentional first action by the suspect (‘I was runni:ng (.  .  .) and I spilt 
some pop over Maureen’:, lines 6–8);

2.	 an intentional reaction by the victim (‘and then she turned around and pushed me 
(.  .  .) and went to punch me’, lines 8–11);

3.	 an intentional defensive reaction by the suspect (‘And then (.  .  .) I slapped her 
(0.2) or punched her first’, lines 11–14).

By portraying her first action as accidental, the suspect provided the grounds for char-
acterizing the victim’s reaction as the first action to have been done deliberately. The 
sense of deliberateness is conveyed by a hendyadic construction (‘she turned around and 
pushed me’, line 9), used commonly to complain about someone’s conduct (Drew et al., 
2021). However, the suspect still had to account for the fact that both she and the alleged 
victim had acted deliberately and reactively. By way of displaying her innocence, the 
suspect distinguished between her own and the victim’s reactions, by conveying the sense 
of disproportionality of the victim’s reaction in comparison to what she (the suspect) had 
previously done. The suspect showed how unexpected the event was by exhibiting the 
reasonableness of her conduct, which was entirely innocent though it had an unfortunate 
consequence (her spilling drink on the other girl), but which resulted in the putative vic-
tim’s unreasonable reaction (turning around, pushing and preparing to punch her). In lines 
8 and 9, the victim is portrayed as the one who first acted deliberately by turning around 
and pushing the suspect. After a pause (line 10) she added that the victim was moving 
towards her to punch her, an additional element which also serves to establish the contrast 
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between the suspect’s reasonableness and the victim’s unreasonableness, through the 
‘aggravated’ character of her response. – a response that was unexpected and unwar-
ranted, transforming, in her account, not only the spilling but the whole event as an acci-
dent by recasting the fight as the unfortunate consequence of an accidental act.

A similar pattern is visible in a previous extract.

From Extract 7 [PN-80]
30	 S:	 When the taxi pulled up I says to the taxi driver, can you turn
31		  round in the close.hhh I’ll be two minutes, and then I want to
32		  go to Potter Street Police Station
33		  (.)
34	 S:	 Me thinking I’d be two minutes:
35		  (0.4)
36	 S:	 .hh I went through the porch at forty si-forty six Duncan Close,
37		  (0.3)
38		  .hh I knocked on the front door,
39		  (1.0)
40	 S:	 Unfortunately, knocking on the front door (0.5) >as you can see
41		  I’ve got my hand in a plaster cast< (0.3) .hhh as I was knocking
42		  on the front door (.) little window, the little window went in
43		  (0.8)
44		  At this stage (.) a bloke that I vaguely remember lives there
45		  (.) came running out (.) and hurled himself towards me,
46		  (0.2)
47		  .hh and we were wrestling in- in the little (0.5) porch,
48		  (0.7)
49	 S:	 .hh as I’m trying to tell him not to touch the kids next door
50		  anymo::re (0.2) him and his wife start beatin’ me around the head
51		  (0.2)
52	 S:	 And as it- we spilled out into the front ga:rden .hhh >then
53		  there’s loads of people round me<
54		  (0.6)
55	 S:	 About si- between six and ten people round me .hh an’ all I can
56		  remember is tryin’ to fight my way out of there
57		  (0.3)
58	 S:	 As everyone’s trying to hit me (.) >and that’s it<
59		  (0.8)
60	 S:	 >Simple as that<

The suspect constructed a defence that involved describing background to the incident in 
such a way as to depict the reasonableness, harmless and transparently innocent charac-
ter of his actions leading up to the incident. His account of having taken a taxi to where 
the incident happened included having told the taxi driver that he would be back in 
2 minutes (line 31), after which he wanted to be driven to the police station (lines 31–32), 
evidently implying that nothing problematic would take place. That background was 
coupled with the non-deliberate nature (‘unfortunately’, ‘knocking on the door’, ‘the lit-
tle window went in’) of the first transgressive piece of conduct (lines 40–42). Whereas 
the suspect constructed his conduct as having been reasonable and the incident as having 
been an accident, he described the victim’s reaction as disproportionate, conveyed 
through the deliberate and the exaggerated nature of the victim’s actions (‘a bloke (.  .  .) 
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came running out (.) and hurled himself towards me’, lines 44–45). This contrast between 
the suspect’s and the victim’s actions is also evident when the former said he was ‘trying 
to tell him not to touch the kids next door any more’, whereas the victim, aided by his 
wife, starts beating him around the head (lines 49–50).

In sum, by portraying the victim’s reaction to the suspect’s untoward though accidental 
action as disproportionate, the suspect not only mitigated his responsibility regarding the 
incident, but also partially attributes the blame to the other person(s) involved, portraying 
the victim as having played a significant role in escalating the incident into what has come 
to be regarded as an assault, causing criminal damage, etc. The disproportionate character 
is established by describing the conduct of both suspect and victim; the unreasonableness 
of the latter’s actions not only derives from the accidental character of the event, but also 
enhances this character. These descriptions convey the inadvertent and non-deliberate 
character of the harm. In all these cases, it is undisputed that a harm has been done (e.g. 
breaking of a window, the injuries sustained by the girl), but the actions were not part of 
any sort of plan. It was not their intention to break someone’s window or to have a fight 
with and injure someone; the alleged victims overreacted, their responses were not com-
mensurate to the previous (accidental) actions performed by the suspects.

Conclusion

The analysis above reveals some important issues concerning how different versions of 
the same episode are produced within police interviews. First, although POs conceive of 
police interviews as a search for information, it turns out to be that they involve collabo-
rative work whereby information is interactionally produced. Suspects build their ver-
sions of incidents and episodes according to the questions they are asked and the 
information POs bring to the table. In other words, they will move across different defen-
sive strategies throughout the interview, using multiple descriptive resources – move-
ments that can be discerned in the deconstruction of the event into multiple actions or 
constituent elements, instead of looking at the incident as a single unit.

When Nathan Matthews was questioned about the death of Becky Watts, he described 
it as a ‘terrible accident’; the man questioned on suspicion of exposing himself to a teenage 
neighbour likewise described the incident as an ‘accident’. In each case, they labelled or 
categorized the event as accidental. However, in most cases, as I have shown throughout 
this paper, suspects do not say explicitly that the event was an accident, but rather describe 
a series of actions and circumstances through which a conclusion might be reached that the 
suspect’s conduct during the incident in question was not committed by design. As a 
descriptive strategy, this sort of defensiveness can thus be produced by a suspect even 
without using the word ‘accident’, conveying that implicitly and leaving the police inter-
viewer to make that inference. Put another way, by using particular descriptive devices and 
resources, suspects manage to exhibit rather than claim that their actions were not done 
deliberately (Drew, 1992; Sacks, 1992).

But which then are the dimensions that underlie the understandability of this account 
as one in which a suspect is representing him/herself as being innocent? What are the 
properties of talk that enable the POs to hear a particular description as a portrayal of an 
event as having been [arisen of] an accident? As I showed in the previous sections, the 
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accountability – hearability and recognisability – of these descriptions as being a particu-
lar defence strategy – portraying an event as an accident – is achieved through some 
main analytical properties, features or practices which include: (a) building a plausible 
and trivial context in which the untoward incident occurred; (b) the description of the 
untoward action; (c) the use of impersonal or agentless constructions; (d) representing 
the disproportionality between the victim’s reaction and the aggressor’s untoward con-
duct – or making the victim the assailant.

These features are evidently intertwined and their separation into different sections 
has been done for analytical purposes. The accountability of the descriptions I have 
examined here does not rely on one unique feature, but rather on combining (some of) 
them in a way that each one establishes the grounds to the other one. This form of arrang-
ing their narratives, and the co-selection of items and action descriptions, can constitute 
for these actions and for their agents, that is, suspects, a particular moral profile. The 
examples I have analysed exhibit the agents’ actions as having been accidental/non-
deliberate both in terms of their content and their sequential organization (Jayyusi, 1993). 
The understandability, indeed the accountability (Robinson, 2016) of the suspects’ 
responses is achieved by deciding what actions are attributed to who, how these actions 
are described and the order in which these actions were produced.
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Notes

1.	 Nathan Matthews was found guilty of murder and sentenced to at least 33 years in jail, whereas 
Shauna Hoare will serve 17 years in prison for manslaughter. For more information about the 
Becky Watts’s case, see The Guardian, 12 September 2015. Retrieved from http://www.theguard-
ian.com/uk-news/2015/nov/11/becky-watts-stepbrother-nathan-matthews-guilty-murder

2.	 Although the Criminal Justice Act 1988 does not provide a legal definition of ‘common 
assault’, this offence is determined by reference to case law and it may be understood as any 

http://www.theguardian.com/uk-news/2015/nov/11/becky-watts-stepbrother-nathan-matthews-guilty-murder
http://www.theguardian.com/uk-news/2015/nov/11/becky-watts-stepbrother-nathan-matthews-guilty-murder
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act by which a person intentionally or recklessly causes another to apprehend immediate 
unlawful violence. Intentionality plays then a big role within police interviews concerning 
‘assault’ as it constitutes one of the points the police and the Crown Prosecution Service 
(CPS) have to prove in order to charge and prosecute the suspect, respectively. Hence, claim-
ing that episode has been originated by an accident constitutes an attempt to mitigate this 
point and to reduce the chances of the suspect being charged and prosecuted.

3.	 The officer actually uses the verb ‘to remand’, which is employed in police or judicial set-
tings to indicate that the person is being held in custody until his/her trial. This is a powerful 
example of how lexical choices are relevant to display the speaker’s institutional orientation, 
in this case, as a police officer disputing the suspect’s version of events.

4.	 Mens rea is one of the constitutive element of criminal liability in the English legal system. 
In a very broad sense, it means ‘guilty mind’ (Ashworth and Horder, 2013). The question one 
needs to ask is whether the suspect meant to do what actually happened.
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