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Best Practices for Conducting Interviews
This document covers the interview process from introduction through validation, incorporating a broad spectrum of considerations for both beginner and experienced interviewers. The topics covered in this document will be pre-interview activities, conducting interviews, and “Tips and Tricks.” While it is important to consider the ideas put forth by this document, understand that interviewing is a very fluid practice; flexibility and adaptability are often an interviewer’s most important tools. Remember that everyone has the basic skills to conduct interviews. The challenge is to craft questions that elicit the specific needed information. This guide will provide insight into the nuances of communicating with interviewees and gathering the necessary information to begin building informed observations in a potential After-Action Report (AAR).  
Pre-Interview Activities:
· Interview Preparation
· Review relevant information including, but not limited to: 
· The Collection Analysis Plan (CAP)
· The Standard Interview Questions document
· New or existing methodology material
· Disaster, exercise, and program specific AAR
· Observations drafted from previous deployments
· Pertinent source documents from subject areas related to the interview.
· Question Development
· When preparing for an interview, 5-10 well-crafted questions should be sufficient. Use additional follow-up questions to address different discussion topics. When crafting your questions, be careful to avoid leading questions and be aware of interviewer bias.
· There are several types of questions that can be utilized to solicit different types of information, and different interviewee responses:
· Open: Questions that begin with how, what, which, when, who and why, are effective to encourage responsiveness and reduce defensiveness.
· Challenges: Questions specifically phrased to clarify specific points the interviewee has made, particularly used to illuminate perceived fallacies or contradictions.
· Compare and Contrast: Questions which ask the interviewee to look for and discuss similarities or differences, help gain information by linking new topics to known quantities.
· Strength/Vulnerabilities: Questions that identify what worked, what did not work, and/or where a process, system, etc. is most likely to “break”.
· Extension: Questions that build on information already provided.
· Clarification: Questions designed to get further explanation about something already said.
· Scheduling the Interview 
· Prioritize who to interview in accordance with CAP requirements
· Using the Collection Script Template, draft an introductory email to a potential interviewee. In this email, be sure to include the following:
· Who you are and who you represent
· A request for 45 minutes – 1 hour of availability 
· An outline of key points you are hoping to discuss (do NOT include actual questions) 
· Material you would like an interviewee to review in advance of the interview 

Conducting Interviews: 
· Interview Introduction
· Before diving into prepared interview questions, an interviewer should cover general information to make the environment more comfortable for the interviewee as well as to begin building a trusting relationship
· This brief introduction period should cover the following:
· Interviewer name and the purpose of the interview 
· Project Purpose (ex: our team's objective is to create the event's after-action report. The purpose of the report is to identify strengths, areas for improvement, potential best practices, and mission critical issues)
· Scope of the Project (ex: our scope for this project is the entire lifecycle of this disaster. Comparisons to other events are interesting, but we want to hear more about how things are occurring here and anything that is new or different for this event)
· Information confidentiality 
· What happens with this information? 
· Is this confidential?
· What authority authorizes your program?
· Any lingering questions the interviewee may have 
· Opening General Information 
· Once the introductory period of the interview has concluded the interviewer should begin by asking broad general information for record keeping purposes as well as to continue building a repertoire.
· General information questions may include:
· Name
· Position
· Duration of time spent working in current role
· Primary roles and functions for this event  
· Anything about the role that was unique to this event 
· The Content
· No two interviews are ever the same, and as mentioned earlier, it is important to be adaptable to any situation that may present itself. Nonetheless, there are some general concepts all interviewers should be aware of as they work their way through conducting the interview 
· Be confident in your own abilities 
· Be able to read the interviewee and help them relax 
· Focus on what the interview needs to cover, and the level of detail required 
· Be able to listen while thinking ahead for follow up questions  
· The Interview
· Two-person interview teams are a best practice 
· One person should lead the interview and the second person should prioritize note taking 
· Depending on the relationship of the interviewees, this model can be adapted to fit any situation
· Set expectations at the beginning of the interview that the high-level events that could be causing the community and agency harm are to be prioritized
· Framing the questions is extremely important. Minute differences in the way a question is asked can elicit very different responses
· Do not force the wording of questions to align verbatim to the CAP, rather, frame questions to fit into the conversation being had
· Continuously look for root causes throughout the interview. What is the “bottom line” reason that explains why something is important?
· Avoid leading questions and interviewer bias. Do not make inferences or overlay personal experiences and emotions on top of responses 
· If the interviewee is comfortable with it, consider using the audio recording functions of smart phones or computers for note taking purposes, but delete these recordings before the conclusion of the deployment to preserve privacy
· Normal conversation flow is KEY!
· Concluding an Interview
· When closing an interview, be sure to set aside time to allow the interviewee to cover anything else they would like to mention and ask any questions they may have of the interviewer
· This is a crucial portion of the interview, as many interviewees take this opportunity to share something they are passionate about, which often correlates to Areas for Improvement or Potential Best Practices specific to the disaster 
· Examples closing questions may include:
· Is there anything else that you would like to add to any of the topics we discussed or anything else on your mind?
· Is there any question or topic that we should have asked about but didn't?
· If time allows, is there anyone else that you would recommend that we speak with?
· Do you have any questions for us?
· Finally, be sure to thank the interviewee for their time and remind them that you will be following up with them to validate notes from the conversation 
· Share contact information with the interviewee and prompt them to follow up directly with you if they have any additional questions or if they think of something they would like to add
Tips and Tricks:
As mentioned earlier, no two interviews are the exactly same. However, through the combined expertise of experienced interviewers this list of tips and tricks has been developed to guide prospective interviewers toward conducting more successful interviews

Not all of these tips will apply to every interview. Interviewers must be flexible and use their best judgment before employing these (and other) tactics

1. Ways an interview can be derailed (Interviewers should be aware of these and work to prevent them) 
· Skepticism about the program 
· When an interviewee is skeptical about the role or authority of an interviewer, they can be resistant to opening up and sharing important information. Interviewers should conduct themselves professionally and ensure that their program is supported by leadership
· Venting either through anger or sadness 
· If an interviewee begins to vent, an interviewer should do their best to keep the conversation objective. This does not mean to imply that information conveyed during venting should be disregarded as frustrations are often indicative of larger problems. However, the interviewer must be cautious so as not to become overly focused on an issue because it was presented in a more passionate manor than others.
· Veering off topic
· As an interviewer, do not directly prompt the interviewee to get back on topic. Rather, casually steer the conversation back to areas of importance. Frequent prompting can make an interviewee feel as though their input is not valued making them “close up.”

2. The importance of rank  
· It is important to note decision making responsibility and influence, both formal and informal, when framing interview questions
· Trace a process back to who made the decision and who had to deal with the impacts or outcomes of the decision 
· Do not disregard input from personnel of any level as multiple perspectives will give clarity to an issue 

3. Handling difficult concepts 
· If an interviewee brings up an unfamiliar topic or program, there are two main schools of thought as to how to handle the situation from the perspective of an interviewer
· Continue listening carefully and taking notes (to which you can refer to for clarity later (colloquially the “fake it” response)
· Ask for help from the interviewee 
· This decision should be made based on the interviewers perceived relationship with the interviewee 

4. General Considerations 
· When interviewing higher ranking personnel, allow them to speak first (ex: "I have a list of questions and topics, but I want to give you a chance to say anything that might be on your priority list")
· Body language is extremely important. Maintain a “poker face” whenever possible and be aware of regional and cultural sensitivities.
· If interviewing someone for a second or third time, be sure to review past interviews (including those from previous deployments or events) for context so as to maximize the opportunity and avoid frustrating the interviewee with redundant lines of questioning
· Prioritize identifying as many ways as possible to validate information with quantitative data 
· Not all interviewees will respond to requests to validate the notes from an interview. In this case, it must be assumed that the notes are accurate and that no further input is required 
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