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Interviewing Impaired Persons – The Environment
Bennett Blum, M.D. 
(Revised 2010)
The following are ways to maximize responses from people with diminished capacity.  
Environment
1. Conduct the interview in a location that is well known to the person and is comfortable for him/her.

2. The room should have good lighting, minimizing glare.  
3. Minimize extraneous noise by turning off all radios, televisions, and machinery (if possible).  Shut doors and windows to minimize noise from outside the room.

4. If the interview is not conducted in the person’s home, amenities should be available for his/her comfort.  These include: 

A. Adequate handicap and regular parking.  Easy access into the building, elevators, waiting area, office, conference room, courtroom, or chambers.

B. Comfortable waiting area.  In courthouses, the elderly should have a separate waiting area to reduce their anxiety (consider: would you want your grandmother to sit on a hard bench for several hours, in the same waiting area as gang members, drug dealers, and killers?)  In all settings, many elderly people feel more relaxed if they can watch soap operas or game shows while waiting.  Some courthouses now provide facilities for elderly witnesses.    

C. If possible, adjust the temperature to be comfortable for the person.

D. Water, juices, and sodas should be available, as well as sugar, candy, and low-salt and regular crackers.  In addition to feeling thirsty, some people – especially the elderly - may need to take medications, quell upset stomachs, or treat hypoglycemic episodes.  Some may not be able to drink out of bottles, or may not be comfortable with that practice.  Have disposable cups available.

E. There should be a clock.  It should have large numbers and be easily visible.

F. Nearby bathroom with sufficient access for wheelchairs or walkers, good lighting, and handrails.

5. The interviewer’s face should be well lit.  He should never have a major source of light behind him, placing his face in shadow.  Do not turn away while speaking.

6. The interviewer should be 3-6 feet away from the person during the interview.

7. The interviewer should be at eye level with the person.

8. The interviewer should sit directly in front of the person, if possible.

9. Extra lighting is necessary if the person is expected to read documents.

10. Make paper and pens/pencils available for the person.
11. Conduct the interview at a time when the person is usually the most alert.  Cognitive abilities may fluctuate based upon the time of day, meals, medication, and activity level.
Audiences

1. If possible, interview the person without others present.

2. If others must be present, minimize the number of spectators, and position them so they are not in the direct line of sight of the person.  Maintain eye contact with the person, unless specifically speaking to others in the room.  There should be no interruptions from others when speaking to the person.  If interruptions occur, keep them to a minimum.  “Interruptions” includes both verbal and non-verbal communication. 

