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Disclaimer:

 This material is for information ONLY. 

 You must be open to learning and considering new interviewing methods.

 This interviewing technique is not a “truth serum.”

 There is a high probability that this method would not be effective in cognitively impaired 
individuals, such as individuals suffering from dementia.



HOW DO WE REMEMBER?



THE MEMORY PROCESS
Researchers divide memory processing into three stages:

1. Encoding

Visual; Acoustic; Semantic; Smell; and Touch

Our brains will “temporarily” register sensations and thoughts and determine if 
they should be stored or discarded. 

Storage depends on what we are paying attention to and the emotional 
significance it has.  

Depending on the significance and attention, the memory is stored as a “Central 
Detail” or a “Peripheral Detail.” 



Central vs. Peripheral details 
Central details:

Central details are aspects in an experience to which 
we are paying attention to and which have an 
emotional relevance. 

Peripheral details: 
Peripheral details are aspects in an experience to 
which we are NOT paying attention to and has little to 
no significance to our brain. 

i.e.  The image of planes crashing into the World Trade Center (including your thoughts 
and emotions) vs. what you wore that day.



THE MEMORY PROCESS

2. Storage

The brain transforms the encoded information for retention or storage for later retrieval.

The storage of “central” details will be stronger than those of “peripheral” details.

“Storage strength” is based on the individuals' positive or negative emotional responses 
to the experience. “Negative” experiences can result in stronger storage responses to  
ensure survival.  (i.e. smell of burning toast vs. smell of burning cloth)



THE MEMORY PROCESS
3. Retrieval 

Retrieval is accessing our stored memories.  We can access both our short term 
memory, which is stored sequentially, or our long term memory, which is stored by 
association. 



THE BRAIN



WHAT IS THE HIPPOCAMPUS?

The hippocampus is a horse-shoe structure 
housed in the limbic system and it is best 
known for its role in “consolidating memories” 
before permanent storage.



WHAT IS THE AMYGDALA?

The amygdala is part of the limbic system within 
the brain, which is responsible for emotions, survival 
instincts, and memory. 

The amygdala is responsible for the perception of 
emotions such as anger, fear, and sadness, as well 
as the control of aggression. 

In addition, the amygdala helps store memories of 
events and emotions so that an individual may be 
able to recognize similar events in the future. 



WHY IS THE AMYGDALA IMPORTANT?
The Amygdala is our body’s alarm 
system…

When we sense danger the alarm 
bells go off... And when is a matter of 
survival, the primitive parts of the brain 
(reptilian and limbic) override the  
neocortex.

At this time, our decision making 
process becomes compromised, 
triggering one of the three survival 
responses.



WHAT IS THE HIPPOCAMPUS’ ROLE DURING STRESSFUL EPISODES?

During stressful episodes, the hippocampus can enter 
a super-encoding phase (5-20 mins). During this time, 
central and peripheral details are encoded into our 
long-term memory. 

After this initial period, the hippocampus goes into a 
minimal encoding period.  During the minimal 
encoding period, the hippocampus will only store few 
if any memories.  Complex information like time 
sequence is unlikely to be stored. 

This could happen during or after the  stressful event 
depending on the duration of the event.



WHAT ELSE DOES THE HIPPOCAMPUS DO DURING STRESSFUL EPISODES?

It stops “filing memories” and begins pumping cortisol. 
Cortisol stops us from feeling pain so we can focus in 
survival. 

This could help explain memory gaps in trauma victims, 
such as rape victims. 



WHAT IS TRAUMA?
The Substance Abuse and Mental Health Services Administration (SAMHSA) describes 
individual trauma as "an event, series of events, or set of circumstances that is experienced
by an individual as physically or emotionally harmful or life threatening and that has lasting 
adverse effects on the individual’s functioning and mental, physical, social, emotional, or 
spiritual well-being.“ (EVENT, EXPERIENCE, EFFECT)
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SURVIVAL RESPONSES
FlightFight

Freeze



POSSIBLE BRAIN-BASED RESPONSES TO TRAUMA

• Dissociation
Adaptive response to threat and is a form of “freezing”. (Out of body 
experience/Possum effect).

• Tonic Immobility
Cause by extreme fear and perception of inescapability. Can last from 
seconds to hours, with sudden termination. 12-50% of victims report 
tonic immobility.  (Not being able to move.)

• Collapsed Immobility
Extreme drop in heart rate and blood pressure, faintness, sleepiness or 
loss of conscious, loss of muscle tone.

• Tend and Befriend
Attempt to minimize emotional damage; accommodate trauma.
(Real version of trauma vs. What we tell others about the experience)



HOW IS TRAUMATIC MEMORY ENCODED & STORED IN THE BRAIN AND BODY?

A traumatic experience is remembered in fragments, 
but infused with intense emotion and recollections of 
sensations such as tastes, smells, and sounds.

Remember: People in trauma do not know 
WHY they do what they do.  Some actions are 
OUTSIDE our AWARENESS.



THE INVESTIGATION



INVESTIGATION

Investigation:  Is a formal or systematic examination or research.  

During the investigative phase we gather evidence (documents, statements, videos, etc.) 
to corroborate or refute an investigative theory. 

The Investigation will help us determine:

1. The most relevant information related to the violation/crime; 

2. Potential interviewees/witnesses;

3. Corroborating evidence availability from potential witnesses.



THE INTERVIEW



THE INTERVIEW

Interview ≠ Investigation
Interrogation
Evaluation 

The Merriam-Webster dictionary defines an interview as:

”A meeting at which information is obtained (as by a reporter, television commentator, or 
pollster) from a person.”



WHAT IS THE INTERVIEWER’S ROLE 

The Merriam-Webster defines ROLE as:

“A function or part performed especially in a particular operation or process.”

In this case the function or part is:  “INTERVIEWER” 

As interviewers we collect information.  

We do not make a determination regarding the individual’s truthfulness.

We do not make a determination regarding potential trauma.   



WHAT IS THE INTERVIEWER’S PERSONA?

These are specific things related to the Interviewer that can either increase OR decrease 
the amount of information collected during an interview.

These “things” include:

• Tone
• Facial Expression, and 
• Body language 



TRADITIONAL INTERVIEWING VS. TRAUMA INTERVIEW?

Traditional Interviewing:

• Just the Facts
• Who, What, When, Why, Where, How
• Blurs lines between Interview and Interrogation
• Requires Sequencing
• Does not explore Impact of Context 

Trauma Interview:

• Based on Neuroscience and Trauma Research
• Gathers psycho-physiological evidence
• Same methodology for Victim, Witness, and Suspect
• Uses brain based cues
• Empathic Listening 
• Participant centric process



They are used to learn more about different Aspects of an Experience through 
Sensory Information, such as:

• Taste

• Pressure 

• Sound (hearing) 

• Body Sensation

• Smell• Sight• Touch

• Body Posture• Pain• Temperature

WHAT ARE BRAIN-BASED CUES?

Brain-based cues are non-leading questions that utilize aspects of an experience 
to obtain information about an incident. 



WHO DO YOU THINK WAS RAPED? 

ALL



What gets in the way of collecting information?

1. Pre-conceived notions of an event

2. Bias about what OUR expectations might be 
regarding how something should be or feel. 

3.  Interruptions 

4.  Interview setting (we should provide the   
participant options, choices, and 
information regarding the process.)



The interview should “Collect the Dots” NOT “Connect the Dots.”

The interview process should be UNIDIRECTIONAL, meaning that the interviewer should allow the 
information to come from the participant.

NO interruptions.

NO leading questions.

NO opinions, advice, confrontation, paraphrasing, or changing participants words.

Use Empathic Listening. This is not “rapport”, but meeting the participant where they are 
avoiding platitudes and sympathy, i.e. “I’m hear to listen to you.”  

Avoid words such as “alleged”.

NO compounded questions. Use short and simple questions. 

DO NOT force an interviewee to fill in details.

THE INTERVIEW



RECOMMENDED INTERVIEW QUESTIONS

During the interview process we should reconsider reframing :

• Questions that start with “why”;

• Phrases such as “explain to me…”;

• Chronological prompts “and then what happened?”

Use of Open Ended Questions 

Open ended questions allow the participant to provide more information regarding their 
experience.  It also offers more control to the participant to share a traumatic experience. 



FOLLOW-UP QUESTIONS
Use follow-up questions to clarify a response or the language used by the participant. 
Remember to use open ended questions, for example :

• When you say he gave you a funny look, can you describe that a little more?

• You said he smelled funny, what do you mean by that?

LEADING QUESTIONS
Although leading questions should be avoided, they can be used during the interview, 
when appropriate, to confirm facts.  However, be mindful of not interrupting the 
participant’s experience.

• You booked your appointment online, is that correct?

• You paid cash, is that correct?



INTERVIEW QUESTIONS
Example of Interview questions to avoid:

Question to Avoid Rephrasing Rationale
Why did (didn’t) you… Tell me more about…. Or 

Are you able to tell me 
about

Non judgmental.  Asking 
about the thought process 
allows the participant an 
opportunity to explain their 
actions. 

Chronological questions..
How long did s/he touch 
you….

What are you able to tell me 
about what was happening 
before/during/after ….

Traumatic experiences can 
impact how we store 
memories, including the 
order in which an event 
occurred. 

Were you drinking or taking 
drugs?

Can you tell me what you 
were doing when this 
happened?

The original questions can 
imply that what occurred is 
because of their social 
behavior. 

Why didn’t you leave? What are you able to recall
doing or saying during the 
incident?

Non judgmental.



Question to Avoid Rephrasing Rationale
Did you fight back? Help me understand what 

you felt, physically, when this 
was happening?

Fight, flight or freeze are 
natural responses. With the 
rephrasing of the questions 
there is no room for the 
interviewee to perceive the 
questions as victim blaming.

Why didn’t you report this
right away? 

Did anything in particular
cause you to report this 
event now?

What were you feeling 
(physically/emotionally) 
immediately after the 
event?

The original question can be 
perceived by the participant 
that s/he in not telling the 
truth because the delay in 
reporting.

Rephrasing the question to 
ask how they felt may elicit 
more information about their 
decision not to report the 
event immediately. 

INTERVIEW QUESTIONS
Example of Interview questions to avoid:



EXPERIENCE

Experience vs. What Happened 

Remember Victims experience what happened, they did not “witness” it.

Our goal is to obtain as much information about the experience as the Participant is ABLE to 
remember.



IN SUMMARY

When conducting trauma based interviews, the interview should be non-leading, 
sensitive, and neutral.  The goal of the interview is to minimize any potential re-trauma 
for the participant, while maximizing the opportunity to collect information and reduce 
contamination of the memory of the event.

Remember the more dots we have the better we can connect them.



QUESTIONS

SUGGESTED MATERIALS:
 ‘The Boy Who Was Raised as a Dog’ by Bruce Perry
 ‘The Brain: The Story of You’ by David Eagleman
 Netflix Unbelievable
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