EFFECTIVE INTERVIEWING





PURPOSE:  Review the basic interviewing skills and questioning techniques which all medical personnel should master.





REQUIREMENTS:


	Get all required information about emotional, psychological and stress issues from soldiers, patients or indigenous persons, including subjects which they are uncomfortable talking about


	Do this in a way that could be considered therapeutic, not harmful.





OBJECTIVES:


	Build rapport.


	Use attending and supportive behavior.


	Use questioning techniques.


	Use proper interviewing skills.





1. BUILD RAPPORT





SHOW GENUINE CONCERN:


	Be attentive.


	Show interest in the patient or soldier(s) as a person, not just as a "case", a worker or "cannon fodder".





BE ACCEPTING:


	Recognize soldiers strengths and weaknesses (and gender, ethnic, and cultural differences) without being judgmental or rejecting.





BE EMPATHIC:


	Show emotional sensitivity and responsiveness.


	Build trust through competence, courage, candor, and commitment and also caring, credibility and confidentiality.


	Show you know and understand how soldier feels, but don't let sharing those feelings cloud your judgment.





STAY OBJECTIVE: 


	Know and understand your beliefs and attitudes.


	Don't let your prejudices interfere.


	Don't assume everything soldier says is true or false.


	Don't jump to conclusions or take sides prematurely.


	Keep your attitude, manner and relationship professional.





2. USE OF ATTENDING AND SUPPORTING BEHAVIORS





ATTEND TO NON-VERBAL CUES:  (Consider cultural differences and norms)


Respond appropriately to soldier's behaviors which convey feelings, mood changes, and attitude towards the interviewer.  Examples include:


Changing facial expression.


Lack of eye contact when cultural norms expect it.


Body posture and movements including hand gestures.


Sighs, tears, tone of voice, loudness/softness.





ATTEND TO VERBAL CUES:


Recognize and respond appropriately to key words (flags) which invite follow-up.


Examples include:


"That's what led to the trouble".  (Trouble?)


"Everything’s OK...I guess".  (I guess?) 





USE "FOLLOWING BEHAVIORS" which encourage soldier to continue talking:





Verbal:  Respond to what soldier has said without interrupting or changing subject.


	Examples:  "Uh-huh", "Oh", "Yes", "Go on", "Tell me more" and "Hmm."


Non-Verbal:  Nod head, move body closer to soldier.





USE SUPPORTIVE BEHAVIORS to convey warmth and interest.


Tone of voice:


Non-belligerent, reassuring, receptive.


Not too loud or soft, fast or slow.


Choice of words:


Must learn the S's language, jobs, slang, and culture.


Non-confrontive; not harsh or potentially insulting.


Eye contact:


	Must consider the cultural norm.


Maintain it when person looks at you (but no staring contests).


Attempt eye contact even if soldier avoids it (unless that is a cultural imposition).


Body Posture:


Show attention by turning towards soldier.


Do not turn away.


Lean towards soldier to demonstrate desire to hear.


Maintain culturally proper distance (consider gender, etc..).


Appear moderately relaxed, not tense.


Do not lounge excessively.


Physical contact:


Touching with a hand may be appropriate in some situations, but not in others, as an expression of reassurance, comfort.


If physical restraint is necessary, be firm but as gentle as possible, while giving verbal reassurance. Get help.


Do not touch with left hand in Muslim cultures.








3. USE OF QUESTIONING TECHNIQUES





KEEP QUESTIONS SIMPLE.


Keep each question short, without unfamiliar jargon.


Avoid multiple run on questions or verbal check lists with no pauses for time to answer.


Purposes:


Minimize language and cultural barriers.


Don't task soldiers attention span and short term memory.





USE CLOSE ENDED QUESTIONS SELECTIVELY.


Question is worded to be answered "yes" or "no", or with specific requested facts. Examples may include:


"What's your name and rank?" (Good use)


"Do you do drugs?" (Maybe OK use)


Purposes:


Save time.


Elicit specific details.


Help soldier focus mind, build confidence, get started.


Easy to answer even if soldier is tired, depressed or highly distractable.


Problems:


May seem "mechanical", and hinder rapport.


May miss important information if not asked precisely.


Easy for soldier to cover feelings.


May discourage soldier from telling more, even if he wants to


May make soldier defensive if seems like an interrogation.





USE OPEN ENDED QUESTIONS SELECTIVELY.


Question is worded to encourage soldier to think for self and say every thing important on the subject. An example may be:  "Tell me what it was like out on patrol."


Purposes:


Get answer in soldier's own words.


Open up suspected or even unsuspected but important areas. 


Give soldier an opportunity to show feelings.


Problems:


May take too long if time is limited.


Defensive soldier may stick to comfortable, safe trivia.


Over stressed soldier may be unable to give open ended answers.





USE LEADING QUESTIONS VERY SELECTIVELY.


Question is worded to suggest what answer is expected or likely. Some examples include:


"You're a tow gunner. That's a dangerous job isn't it?"


"You must be exhausted, aren't you?"


Purposes:


Show soldier that you are already well informed.


Build rapport by showing understanding.


Can imply soldier experience is normal or common.


Problems:


Puts words into mind of suggestible, stressed soldier.


Telegraphs "desired" or "acceptable" answer to potential malingerer or soldier who wants to please.


May be "misleading question" if off track.





4. USE INTERVIEWING SKILLS





USE REPETITION SELECTIVELY.


Repeat a few words that soldier has just said. An example includes:


Soldier: "So when he got up and left." (Pause)


You: "He got up and left."


Purposes:


Show interest, desire for soldier to continue.


Remind soldier where he/she left off, if thoughts or attention has wandered off.


Keep soldier on same topic.


Problems:


Returning soldier to old topic may be less useful than following soldiers new train of thought, as by asking, "What are you thinking of or feeling now?"


Can be irritating if overused.





USE PARAPHRASING.


Repeat in your own words what you think soldier has just said.  An example may include:


Soldier: "I don't think I can go out there anymore."


You: "It sounds like going out again would be rough for you."


Purposes:


Check your understanding and shoe interest. (NOTE: does not always have to be correct).


Problems: 


Irritating if overdone or frequently inadequate.





CLARIFY CONTENT.


Elicit more information about what soldier has said. An example may include:


"Can you tell me more about the ambush?"


"Where was your body hit?"


"How did it look?"


"Are you sure he's dead?"


"How do you know?"


Purposes:


Ensure accuracy, reduce later gaps in knowledge.


Reduce misunderstanding, misperception, incorrect reading of meaning, second guessing.


Stimulate ventilation of painful memories.


Problems:


Takes time.


May stop flow if ask about unimportant area.





REFLECT FEELINGS.


Comment on how you perceive soldier is feeling. Examples include:


"It seems you feel anxious (or angry, sad, or guilty)."


"You sound (or look) anxious."


"I get the feeling that you feel you were the one to blame." 


Purposes:


Focus on current feelings in context of what soldier is remembering and talking about.


Encourage soldier to divulge more of self, feelings.


Give soldier feedback on how you see feeling effecting him.


Gain clarity (Soldier can correct your mis-perceptions).


Problems:


Can break flow of talk if ill-timed.


Can make soldier defensive.





CLARIFY FEELINGS.


Get verbal check to ensure correct perception of soldier's feelings. Examples include:


Can ask open ended questions: "How do you feel about that?"


Can ask leading questions: "Does that make you feel sad?"


Purposes:


Show interests and concerns.


Imply acceptability of feelings.


Can be retrospective.


Useful if soldier is not showing feelings for you to reflect.


Problems:


May break the flow.


May be seen as prying or as intrusion of privacy.


May be seen as interrogating or blaming.


May evoke anger if the feeling is to obvious.





USE SUMMARIZING.


After soldier has said a lot repeat main points and common theme.


Purposes:


Consolidate numerous details.


Confirm your assessment.


Confirm your interest and rapport.


Help soldier see common themes he may not have recognized.


Problems:


May give premature closure (unless you add, "Is there anything more I should know?").


Timid soldier may disagree with your summary but not correct it (unless you ask "Have I got that right?").





CONCLUSION:


Skillful interviewers use all these techniques, picking them to suit the individual soldier and the cultural context.


You can master these techniques with practice.





SOURCE:  Combat Stress Actions Office, Dept. Preventive Health Services, AMEDDC&S, MCCS-HPO, FSH, TX 78234-6142, (210) 221-6985 (DSN 471)
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