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ABSTRACT 
 

Capturing the Friedmans is a documentary film that questions the guilt of a 

father and son charged with sexually abusing children. This paper reviews the 

film in terms of its relevance to forensic psychology, with emphasis on the 

fallibility of memory and the credibility of the individuals interviewed in the 

film. This paper presents ways in which a forensic psychologist would search for 

clarity in the case, by evaluating the credibility of one of the defendants and 

assessing the alleged victims for trauma. The paper concludes with a discussion 

of whether or not the accused men perpetrated a crime. 

 
 
 

INTRODUCTION 

 Capturing the Friedmans (Andrew Jarecki, 2003) is a documentary film relevant to the 

field of forensic psychology, particularly in the areas of memory fallibility, childhood trauma, and 

sexual abuse. The film explores the case of a father and son, Arnold and Jesse Friedman, who 

were accused of sexually abusing children enrolled in computer classes that Arnold taught at their 

house. The film sets forth evidence that begs examination of the question of whether or not a 

crime actually took place. The film consists of interviews with the Friedmans, law enforcement 

officers, lawyers, and others involved in the case. Two of the Friedmans were not interviewed for 

the film: Seth, the middle brother, refused to be interviewed, and Arnold, the father, passed away 

before the making of the film. The documentary contains videos that David Friedman, the oldest 

brother, filmed after the accusations arose. David decided to document his family’s arguments, 

discussions, and emotional reactions with respect to the case.  

 When police discovered that Arnold Friedman had been sending child pornography 

through the mail, they obtained a warrant to search his house. During the search, police 

uncovered child pornography magazines, and arrested Arnold. Also uncovered during the search 
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was a list of children enrolled in computer classes that Arnold had been teaching at the house, and 

the police became concerned that Arnold may have had a problem more serious than child 

pornography. When detectives from the sex crimes unit began interviewing children from the 

class lists, stories of sexual abuse began to emerge. Some of the children claimed that Jesse, 

Arnold’s youngest son, was heavily involved in the abuse; Jesse was subsequently arrested. 

 Rather than go to trial, Arnold Friedman chose to plead guilty to more than forty counts 

of sexual abuse, sodomy, and endangering the welfare of a child. Arnold received a prison 

sentence of ten to thirty years and died in prison. Jesse and his lawyer became concerned that if 

his case went to trial, jurors would view his father’s plea of guilt as an implication of Jesse’s 

guilt. Jesse decided to plead guilty and served a prison sentence of thirteen years. The viewer is 

compelled to question whether or not Jesse is guilty. Two major legally relevant concepts in the 

film raise the question of his guilt: fallibility of memory and credibility. 

  

WHO DO YOU BELIEVE? 

Memory fallibility and credibility of the individuals interviewed in Capturing the 

Friedmans are two of the film’s most thought-provoking concepts. The film’s DVD advertising 

campaign asks the film’s central issue: “Who do you believe?” What is the truth? How can one 

determine credibility? How can one tell if a memory is real? The film juxtaposes contradictory 

opinions and keeps the viewer guessing if the sexual abuse really did occur in the Friedmans’ 

house. This juxtaposition of opinions occurs repeatedly throughout the film. One of the most 

salient examples is during an interview with investigative journalist Debbie Nathan, in which she 

explains that research has shown that hypnosis can plant false memories. The next film clip is 

taken from an interview with the star witness for the prosecution, one of the alleged victims of 

sexual abuse. He states that his memories of what took place during the classes returned to him 

while under hypnosis. Without corroboration of the memories, it is virtually impossible to 

determine whether or not they were real. The film fails to mention if other alleged victims were 
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also hypnotized in order to recover memories of the abuse, or if other alleged victims had stories 

that corroborated those of the prosecution’s star witness. 

The social setting in which the events unraveled had a great impact on the investigation. 

The Friedmans lived in Great Neck, NY, a wealthy community on Long Island where parents 

competed with each other to provide the best for their children. Great pressure existed to feel a 

sense of belonging in a community of parents whose children were allegedly abused by the 

Friedmans. It was as if some parents merely wanted to be a part of the community of victims 

rather than be a part of the contingent that claimed nothing happened. It is possible that some 

parents felt enormous pressure to urge their children to admit that they had been abused, rather 

than asking if anything out of the ordinary happened during the classes. This pressure from the 

community reduced the credibility of some of the children and parents. 

 Overall, the film skews its viewpoint toward the innocence of Jesse, mostly through the 

juxtaposition of varying accounts of the case. By doing so, the film calls for an investigation of 

the investigation. To the viewer’s knowledge, no forensic psychologists were hired to perform 

evaluations. It would have been appropriate to hire an expert to evaluate the issues of credibility, 

trauma, and sexual abuse. The next section presents ways in which a forensic psychologist could 

have been used in order to evaluate Jesse’s credibility and to evaluate the validity of the 

childrens’ stories of sexual abuse. This paper focuses on Jesse rather than Arnold due to the 

possibility that he was feigning a traumatic event in his childhood.  

 

EVALUATING JESSE 

Jesse Friedman told his lawyer shortly before he pleaded guilty that his father had 

sexually abused him as a child. Jesse had not mentioned this abuse until it looked certain he 

would be convicted if he went to trial.  Jesse wept in front of the judge during his plea and stated 

that his father had sexually abused him. Was he acting out of desperation, to receive a lesser 

sentence by fabricating a mitigating circumstance? Arnold Friedman wrote a letter to journalist 
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Debbie Nathan that stated that as a thirteen-year-old, he had sex with his younger brother, and 

that as an adult, he had sexual contact with two boys during a summer at the beach. Arnold wrote 

nothing about molesting his own children, but would he have admitted to this behavior? It would 

have been prudent for the prosecution to hire a forensic psychologist to evaluate the validity of 

Jesse’s claim, in order to determine whether he should receive a lesser sentence due to a 

mitigating circumstance.  

According to Sparta (2003), childhood trauma is defined as “a qualitative degree of 

suffering within the child (an effect) or as a psychological consequence related to a forensically 

relevant event (a cause).” Had the prosecution hired a forensic psychologist, he or she would 

evaluate the likelihood that Jesse was feigning and assess him for trauma, to educate the court 

regarding the validity of his claim. The forensic psychologist would gather as much third party 

information as Jesse consented to, by interviewing friends, family (particularly Jesse’s brothers), 

teachers, doctors, coaches, and anyone else that had extended contact with him who could 

provide information concerning his psychological state and level of functioning. The forensic 

psychologist would gather Jesse’s school records, medical records, and any existing personal 

documentation such as journals, letters, audiotapes, and videotapes. Files from the computers at 

Jesse’s house could also contain information valuable to the expert’s evaluation. 

The third party information would be used in an attempt to impeach Jesse during the 

interview process. The expert would search for inconsistencies in the claim that Arnold sexually 

abused Jesse as a child, to determine whether or not he was feigning. Questions the forensic 

psychologist would consider are that if Arnold had abused Jesse, why did Jesse not mention it 

until he believed his own case was hopeless? Was Jesse fabricating the story to create a 

mitigating circumstance for his own benefit? Interviewing Jesse’s brothers would be key in this 

case; they could provide corroboration for Jesse’s story if they stated that their father had also 

abused them, or if they had ever witnessed Arnold sexually abusing Jesse. 
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The forensic psychologist would employ psychological testing in the evaluation of the 

validity of Jesse’s claim of sexual abuse. Because Jesse was eighteen at the time he was charged 

with the crime, the expert would employ trauma assessment tests for an adult, rather than tests 

specific to the assessment of childhood trauma. The expert’s chosen test measurements would 

have to be appropriate for use in court according to the standards set by Frye v. U.S. (1923) or 

Daubert v. Merrell Dow Pharmaceuticals (1993), depending on the jurisdiction in which Jesse’s 

case took place. The Minnesota Multiphasic Personality Inventory-2 (MMPI-2) is a general 

measure of personality that is relevant to assessing the credibility of Jesse’s claims, particularly in 

terms of the validity scales that measure lying and inconsistent responses. Measures that are 

relevant to the assessment of trauma are the Posttraumatic Stress Diagnostic Scale (PSDS), to 

assess for Posttraumatic Stress Disorder (PTSD), and the Trauma Symptom Inventory (TSI), to 

assess for acute or chronic posttraumatic symptoms. If Jesse was truly sexually abused by his 

father, trauma symptomatology could still be evident in his test results at the age of eighteen. 

Following the interviews and the testing, the expert would write a report based on all 

information obtained, once again looking for inconsistencies in responses, test scores, or 

collateral information. If Jesse’s scores on the lying scales of the MMPI-2 were high, and he did 

not appear to be traumatized according to the PSDS and the TSI, the expert would state that 

persons who perform similarly to Jesse on the measures appear to be feigning. The report would 

discuss limitations of the tests, to explain rival hypotheses for Jesse’s behavior. The expert would 

not state an ultimate opinion regarding Jesse’s claim unless he or she discovered a preponderance 

of evidence that suggested one way or the other. Evidence in the film strongly suggests that Jesse 

fabricated the claim that his father abused him, because he felt he had no other option and could 

potentially have been sentenced to prison for life had he gone to trial and been convicted. The 

mitigating circumstance would have not existed, so he would not have received a lesser sentence 

from the judge. 
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INVESTIGATING SEXUAL ABUSE IN CHILDREN 

Sexual abuse investigation is a central issue in Capturing the Friedmans; the film makes 

the critical point that when questioning children, investigators should not use leading questions. 

This point is emphasized in several interviews that discuss the importance of not using leading 

questions. Investigators should not tell children what happened, then ask them to elaborate; 

investigators should ask questions such as “tell me what the classes were like at the Friedmans’ 

house.” Detective Anthony Sgueglia, a law enforcement officer who interviewed some of the 

children, stated that when he interviews children, he doesn’t give them an option; he tells them 

that he knows what happened and he wants to hear that they have to say about it. 

The film posits that much of the questioning of the children was conducted improperly. 

For example, a mother of one of the alleged victims was not allowed in the room while an 

investigator, Detective Hatch, questioned her son; she surreptitiously made an audio recording of 

the interview. A transcript of this audio recording is included in the special features of the film. In 

this transcript, the boy insists that nothing happened to him during the computer classes. 

Detective Hatch persists by telling the boy that Arnold Friedman had admitted in court that he 

sodomized children. Why would he admit to it if it weren’t true?  Detective Hatch then tells the 

boy that if he doesn’t admit to having been abused and therefore doesn’t seek help, he would end 

up abusing children later in life. The boy continues to insist that nothing happened, that he wasn’t 

touched, and that he never saw pornography at the Friedmans’ house.  When the interview 

concludes, the detective said to the boy’s mother, “Your son was a wise guy and I didn’t like his 

answers.”  

A paucity of physical evidence existed that would have indicated that the children were 

sexually abused; no parents came forward with children who had sustained injuries or who had 

soiled clothing. Arnold and Jesse were charged with the crimes on the basis of testimony from the 

children who were questioned by law enforcement officials. There was not one instance in which 

a parent came to pick up a child from the computer classes to find the child upset or physically 
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harmed in any way. If Arnold and Jesse raped the boys during a game of “leapfrog” and forced 

them to chew gum with semen on it, alleged by the star witness for the prosecution, chances are 

that at some point, some children would have been obviously upset after class. In fact, many of 

the children enrolled in session after session on the computer classes; if they had been sexually 

abused, most likely they would have refused to return. Due to the evidence set forth in the film, it 

would have been appropriate to hire a forensic psychologist to evaluate the children for the 

existence of trauma due to sexual abuse.  

 

EVALUATING CHILDHOOD TRAUMA AND SEXUAL ABUSE 

Several children who attended the computer classes insist in the film that no abuse of any 

sort ever took place. Conversely, the star witness for the prosecution, after hypnosis, claims to 

have recovered very detailed and disturbing memories of sexual abuse at the Friedmans’ house. A 

forensic psychologist could have been hired to search for a preponderance of evidence that the 

children were sexually abused. The forensic psychologist would evaluate “[w]hether a child has 

suffered the effects of trauma that is proximally related to a legally relevant event…”(Sparta, 

2003). The legally relevant event in this case was the sexual abuse allegedly perpetrated by 

Arnold and Jesse Friedman. The expert would attempt to uncover if the children were suffering 

from trauma and if so, if the trauma was proximally caused by the sexual abuse.   

The expert would gather as much third party information as possible from the law 

enforcement officers who interviewed the children, relating to the questions asked and the 

methods in which they were asked. It would be important for the expert to determine whether 

leading questions were asked and whether or not the children felt coerced into coming up with the 

answers the detectives were looking for. Parents would also be interviewed to see if their children 

seemed upset after leaving the computer classes, or if they observed any physical evidence such 

as blood or stains on the childrens’ clothing. Teachers, other family members, and coaches would 

be important sources of third party information with relation to describing the level of children’s 
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functioning, mentally, emotionally, and socially, and whether or not the children demonstrated 

changes in behavior. School records would be beneficial in evaluating whether the children being 

evaluated manifested a drop in performance after taking classes with Arnold Friedman. 

The psychological tests employed by the forensic psychologist would have to be legally 

admissible in court as per Frye or Daubert. In assessing the children for trauma, the forensic 

psychologist would use the Trauma Symptom Checklist for Children, a self-report measure of 

PTSD, and the Child Behavior Checklist, which would be completed by parents and teachers and 

would provide collateral information about the child’s functioning. Use of anatomical dolls and 

drawing activities could also be helpful in determining whether or not the children were victims 

of sexual abuse.  Anatomical dolls help children demonstrate where they were touched; analysis 

of children’s drawings can reveal pictures of genitalia on human figures, which can be a sign of 

sexual abuse (Kuehnle, 2003).  Both of these assessment tools have limitations, particularly with 

younger children. Saywitz et al. (1991) found an inaccuracy effect with the dolls; girls did not 

always demonstrate correctly the location where they were touched in a genital examination.  

Drawing of genitalia has not found to be specific to sexually abused children (Kuenhle, 1996). 

Neither use of anatomical dolls nor analysis of children’s drawings have been found to be a 

ultimate indicators of sexual abuse, therefore the expert would qualify any use of these tools in 

his or her final report.  

The forensic psychologist’s final report would discuss whether the testing and collateral 

information corroborated with the stories the children told about being sexually abused. The 

report would include a discussion of the police investigation procedures and limitations of the 

trauma assessment methods the expert employed in his or her evaluation.  In the report, the expert 

would discuss the possibility that some children may lack credibility, due to the fallibility of 

memory. The report would state whether or not a preponderance of evidence existed that sexual 

abuse took place during Arnold Friedman’s computer classes. The evidence set forth in the film 

leads the viewer to believe that the police interviews with the children were conducted in a 
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coercive manner, therefore the children’s testimony was not strong enough evidence to convict 

either Jesse or Arnold. In the film, enough children said that they never observed anything of a 

sexual nature during the classes to make the viewer believe that the abuse did not occur. 

 

DID ARNOLD AND JESSE COMMIT A CRIME? 

 Arnold and Jesse Friedman’s case is contradictory, complex, and unsettling. While 

watching Capturing the Friedmans, the viewer must keep in mind that what he or she sees is just 

a small part of what actually took place. In an interview with broadcast journalist Charlie Rose in 

the bonus scenes, director Andrew Jarecki states that the film serves as “the trial that never was,” 

presenting all the evidence that “the police would have dug out had there been a real 

investigation.” Jarecki also states that the film treats the audience as the jury. It would have been 

difficult for the filmmaker to produce a film of this nature without injecting an opinion as to the 

guilt or innocence of the Friedmans. The film is biased toward the possibility that Jesse Friedman 

is innocent, due to the lack of physical evidence and the preponderance of evidence that the 

police investigation was conducted improperly. That said, the film makes no attempt to deny the 

fact that Arnold Friedman was an admitted pedophile, which makes the viewer feel that maybe 

the crime really did occur. 

 At the end of the film itself, the viewer is left with a sense of confusion as to who to 

believe. The bonus scenes are biased against the law enforcement team. When these scenes are 

taken into consideration, the viewer becomes aware that the police investigation should have been 

conducted differently and that no jury could have rightfully convicted Arnold or Jesse based 

solely on the testimonial evidence that was collected. The stories the children told the 

investigators, often during coercive questioning or after being hypnotized, were so incredulous at 

times that the viewer is left wondering how the abuse could have really happened as described. 

There is no doubt that Arnold Friedman molested children outside the classroom at an earlier 

date, yet a preponderance of evidence does not exist that he or Jesse sexually abused children in 
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the computer classes. The shock and outrage in the community put pressure on families and law 

enforcement to gather as much evidence as possible, using any means necessary. The viewer is 

left with a feeling of outrage toward the law enforcement team and with a feeling of sadness for 

everyone involved, because the truth may never be uncovered. 
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