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Interviewing Impaired Persons – The Interviewer
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1. Be prepared to spend a lot of time listening to the person.  Displaying impatience is more likely to cause the person to withdraw and not provide important information.

2. Maintain a calm and professional manner at all times.

3. Notice the person’s environment and use that information as appropriate.  In one case the interviewer noticed family photographs covering the walls in an elder's home, yet the person claimed to have no family.  The photographs belonged to an abuser who had all but physically moved the person out of her home against her will.

4. Be aware of the person’s nonverbal communication.  Watch for signs of distress, such as nervousness, fear, or confusion.

5. Be aware of your nonverbal communication.  Signal interest and attentiveness.

6. Establish eye contact before speaking.  

7. Be sure the person can see your face clearly.  Many persons have hearing loss and cover up impairments by lip reading.  Female interviewers should consider wearing lipstick - this helps people lip read.  Similarly, do not cover your mouth, chew gum, eat, or smoke while speaking.

8. Do not use patronizing terms such as “dear,” “honey,” or “sweetheart.”  Do not condescend.

9. Speak directly to the person unless directed to do otherwise.  If speaking to others in the room, include the person in the conversation.

10.  Do not yell. 

11.  Speak clearly and in short sentences.  Expect to repeat yourself.  
12.  Ask one question at a time.  No compound questions.

13.  Ask open-ended questions.  Avoid questions that may be answered “yes” or “no.”

14.  Use written materials to supplement verbal information.

15.  Periodically, ask the person to summarize the discussion.


