
Interviewing and Interrogations
[Reprinted from the Drug Enforcement Handbook, U. S. Department of Justice, Drug
Enforcement Administration]

INTRODUCTION

In order to be a successful interviewer or interrogator, an agent must apply a number of
physical and mental influences to an individual in order for that person to divulge information
that may be against self-interest. The interviewer/interrogator must gently break down the
individual’s defenses. Physical and/or mental stress is still used in many areas to elicit
information from a witness or suspect, however it should be remembered that a person will often
say anything if enough pressure is applied. The issue then becomes is the information the truth?
With enough stress and pressure, it is known that an individual will say anything merely to end
the questioning.

During the progress of an investigation, agents may conduct both interviews and
interrogations. The distinction between an interview and an interrogation is often blurred, but it
can be expressed in terms of the purpose of the contact. An interview is a relatively formal
conversation conducted for the purpose of obtaining information. Notes are taken and major
points are reviewed. The interview may involve virtually anyone: witnesses, informants,
citizens, and, depending on the type of investigation, the suspect. As a general rule, suspects in
drug investigations are not interviewed. An interrogation is a systematic questioning of an
individual and is usually conducted for the purpose of determining the involvement of that
person in a crime. Legal guidelines affecting the two activities differ, becoming more restrictive
as the probability increases that the individual being questioned may incriminate himself or
herself.

In a number of textbooks, interviewing is referred to as the “gentle art”. The
accomplished interviewer will gain and maintain the trust and cooperation of his subjects rather
than attempting to coerce them into making a statement.

INTERVIEWING CITIZENS AND WITNESSES

Cooperating citizens and witnesses are often interviewed at locations other than the law
enforcement agency’s office. It should be noted that more often than not, a successful interview
will be conducted when it is at a location where the individual being interviewed feels
psychologically comfortable. This often is at home, business, or a neutral location such as a
restaurant.

Interviews should always be conducted by two agents; one of which will be the primary
interviewer. The agents should establish prior to the interview who will serve in this role. The
second agent is there to verify the conduct of the interview, the questions asked and the answers
given, to ensure that all relevant material is covered, and for safety of all concerned. Both agents
should take time to prepare for the interview. Occasionally this preparation must be done
quickly and may consist of no more than a mental review of details of the case. In all cases,
however, some kind of preparation should precede actual contact with the person who is to be
interviewed. Whenever possible, the agents should become familiar with any available



background information about the person to be interviewed. When no personal information is
available, this kind of information should be sought from the person early in the interview
because it may suggest conversational approaches or lines of questioning.

Most citizens and witnesses find the interview to be a strained situation. Uncertainty
about the expectations of the agent and the novelty of the situation may tend to make the person
apprehensive and guarded. A degree of fear may develop, which may cause the person to
withhold information. The resourcefulness and personalities of the agents will be severely tested
during the preliminary phase of the interview. The subject must be put at ease and the
establishment of rapport is essential while simultaneously seeking to uncover any reasons for
possible reluctance to cooperate in certain areas. The agents must also quickly convince a
witness that there is a real need for his testimony.

INTERVIEW TECHNIQUES

Initial contact: The success of any interview may be largely determined by attitudes
formed during the initial contact between the agents and person interviewed. A strained or
awkward initial encounter may undermine confidence to the point that cooperation is withheld.
The individual may sense that the agents do not like something about him or her, particularly if
there are rude or sarcastic remarks. He or she may react defensively if the agents present an
antagonistic attitude. The agents must make every effort to be friendly in order to elicit a free
exchange of information.

An important first impression is created by the way in which the agents greet the person
to be interviewed. The agents should identify themselves in a friendly manner at the outset of
the conversation and may choose to begin talking about some topic that is not directly related to
the main purpose of the interview. These casual introductory remarks provide time for the
individual to relax in the presence of the agents.

Listening: Once the agents have the subject in a communicative mood, the agents should
first turn their attention to the information being sought and guide the interview in that direction.
The subject should be allowed to give a complete account of whatever is being sought with a
minimum of interruptions while the agents are alert for inconsistencies and commissions. At
times, the agents may have to interrupt and ask questions simply to keep the subject talking or to
stay on the topic.

While inducing the subject to freely relate information, the agents should be evaluating
the person and the conversation. An interviewer will find that on many occasions it is not what a
person says that is important, but the manner in which it is said. Sometimes what the person
being interviewed does not say is important. The agents must recognize and interpret symptoms
indicating sensitivity to information.

Silence: Sudden silence on the part of the subject may indicate thinking as to whether or
not the information should be revealed. This uncertainty or sudden confusion may indicate that a
sensitive area has been reached. Should a conversation reach this stage, it is advisable for the
agents to review the sequence of topics preceding this apparent loss of memory. An attempt to
withhold information because of guilt feelings may also be found in sudden emotional outbursts
of indignation or anger. A witness may unexpectedly shift from the topic of the conversation to
a totally unrelated subject area which usually indicates information is being withheld. Probing
that is conducted in a tactful, understanding, and sincere manner will usually reveal the reason
for evasion of a particular topic.



The silence which occurs when a conversation lags may lead an unskilled interviewer to
lose control of the situation and put words in the person’s mouth. Long periods of silence may
be embarrassing; consequently, when a pause occurs, the agents immediately try to fill the gap.
Some individuals are quick to recognize that by remaining quiet, the agents will do more and
more of the talking. If the agents are patient, the subject will resume talking and will frequently
volunteer additional information just to break the silence.

Questions: Unskilled use of questions can interrupt the conversation and have the
undesirable effect of limiting the scope of the interview. The agents should realize that by
asking a series of direct questions in the early stages of an interview, the subject may become
conditioned to believe that if information is wanted a question will be asked. Asking relatively
few questions leading into a conversation will give the individual the feeling that everything told
is significant. The information then is permitted to flow out freely.

Most questions cannot be answered with a simple yes or no; explanations are often
necessary to learn all the facts. The yes-no question may help a reluctant witness since it
determines what will or will not be answered and limits information to a yes-no response.
However, some persons have a tendency to agree with the questioner just to be agreeable,
because they may not understand the question or they are afraid to disagree. Agreement with the
question does not mean it is the truth or actually what happened.

The leading or suggestive question has the same effect as the yes-no question because it
may make the subject say something not meant. For example, the question, “What did he do
then? Put drugs in his pockets?” may result in an affirmative answer because the subject does
not wish to appear forgetful or unobservant. The question should have been open-ended such as
“What did the suspect do with the drugs?” The subject might have answered that he did not see
and thereby avoided giving the agents false information. Other examples of open-ended
questions are “What happened then? Or “Tell me what he did.”

The use of rapid-fire questions should be avoided. Some agents feel that this technique
yields results. In reality, it only serves to confuse the subject and creates emotional tension.
Asking a question before the previous one can be answered will allow a reluctant subject to
avoid giving information by not allowing a statement to be finished.

The non-directive approach is a good technique used by many interviewers. In this
technique, the individual’s statements are turned into questions which call for more information
by simply repeating the last phrase. For instance, the individual says, “Then we left the
apartment.” The agent repeats, “You left the apartment?” In using this technique, the agent
must not register surprise, but merely repeats the statement. The effect is that of drawing out
further information without giving direction.

Of course, direct questions do have a place in the interview. Ideally, they should not be
asked until the subject has finished his narration. The agents can then use direct questions to
clarify or examine some of the earlier statements.

Basic to all interviews and interrogations is the desire to find out the who, what, why,
how, when and where. The basic objective in an interview is to find the answers to these
questions. The sequence of good questioning technique is from general to specific and questions
should be constructed to move in the same direction. The following examples illustrate the
progression from the general to the specific:

So far the interview has revealed that the informant helped to deliver some
marijuana recently. The issues to be explored now are: (1) who else was
involved; (2) how much marijuana was involved; (3) who was the ringleader; (4)



where was it taken; (5) when did the act take place; (6) where did it take place,
etc.

Question: Where did you pick up the marijuana?
Answer: At Joe’s house.

Question: Joe who?
Answer: Joe Fester.
Question: Where does Joe Fester live?
Answer: In a red brick house on the corner of 9th and L Street. The one with

yellow trim.

Question: Was anyone else there with you?
Answer: Yes, Joe Fester, Bill Jones and Tom Smith.

Question: Did Bill and Tom also help to deliver the marijuana?
Answer: Yes, we all did.

Question: Where did you deliver the marijuana?
Answer: We took it to Fred Bradley’s house.

Question: How much marijuana did you take?
Answer: I took a couple of bags.

Question: How much did each bag weigh?
Answer: They weighed about 50 pounds each.

Question: Did each of you take the same number of bags?
Answer: Yes, except Bill, he took three bags.

Question: Did Joe Fester also help to deliver the marijuana?
Answer: No, he just gave it to us to deliver for him.

This line of questioning would continue until all the issues have been resolved. There
must be a transition to connect your thoughts in order to obtain a logical progression to the
unknown. Mentally, go over the known information and then frame the next question as a
logical continuation of the previous fact.

Seldom will the right answer be given the first time the quantity or number of anything is
asked. Change the reference point of the question to determine more specifically the number or
amount. It doesn’t really mean much when the individual says that he delivered two bags of
marijuana. By changing the reference point to an approximation of the actual weight of the bags
of marijuana, a much better idea of the total amount that was involved can be obtained. When
descriptions and quantities are vague or indefinite, change the reference point and compare them
to known similar items. For example: The subject has stated that “Joe is a big man.” This
statement can be made more specific if the informant is asked, “Is Joe taller than you?” Is Joe
heavier than you?”



Controlled answer technique: Controlled answers or statements can be used to stimulate
a desired answer. For example: To stimulate an admission by the informant that he has
knowledge about some matter, the agents can use the following technique: “I understand that you
were present when the marijuana was delivered, so would you please describe exactly what
happened?” This will provide a stronger incentive for the subject to admit knowledge than if you
had merely asked, “Were you present when the marijuana was delivered?” Another example is,
“If you were not involved in this then I am sure you won’t mind discussing it with me, will
you?” This offers a much stronger incentive than if you were to ask, “Do you have any
objections to telling me what you know?”

Notes: Once the individual has begun to talk freely, the agents should avoid interruptions.
An attempt to take complete notes while a story is being narrated will invariably interrupt the
flow of information. The person may become distracted and may forget important details.
Furthermore, some people are uncomfortable in the presence of someone who is obviously
writing down everything that they say. Naturally, the interviewing agents must take some notes,
but must do so inconspicuously and selectively during the initial narration. Write down names,
addresses, certain phrases that will serve to outline the narrative for review. Most of all,
however, listen carefully. When the person being interviewed has finished his narrative, the
agents should review what has been said with the citizen. In a step-by-step manner, proceed to
ask direct questions and take careful notes. Some agents prefer to tape record interviews which
is an acceptable practice but should have the consent of the person interviewed. Concealing the
fact that you are recording the interview may make the information unusable. Once the report of
the interview has been made, the original notes and/or recording should be preserved as evidence
and processed according to agency regulations.

The ideal interview process begins with a favorable impression made by the agents. A
free flowing narration from the individual interviewed prompted by a minimum number of
questions is best and questions are carefully non-directive. The statement is then reviewed
carefully by the interviewer at which time specific questions and detailed notes are produced.

No interview should be abruptly ended with a curt dismissal such as: “Okay. You may
leave.” As the interview ends, the conversation should be closed in a courteous and friendly
manner very similar in the way the interview began. Appreciation of what he individual has
done should be made known by thanking him for his time and cooperation. Such expressions of
courtesy during and after the interview create a favorable impression and encourages further
cooperation.

INTERVIEWING INFORMANTS

Certain special considerations govern interview procedures when dealing with
informants. The agents must control the situation and conduct the interview in such a way as to
receive maximum useful information. The general rules for successful interviewing continue to
apply. In addition, however, the agents who interview an informant must also be guided by rules
to protect their safety and to protect information which should not be revealed to the informant.
NEVER INTERVIEW OR MEET AN INFORMANT ALONE.

The place of the interview should be selected by the agents. Meetings are usually
arranged away from the office, but not at the informant’s house or place of business. Instead, a
neutral site is selected. After an informant becomes active, the agents may receive information
from him during brief encounters or over the phone. A formal interview should be conducted



with any new informant and all agency rules followed regarding informant interviews and
administrative processing.

Factors determining the meeting place for interviewing an informant include the
following: (1) safety of the agents; (2) privacy; (3) time for the interview to be conducted
without interruption; and (4) space to take notes and conduct required administrative activities.

The general progress of the interview should follow the model already discussed. The
agents stimulate a free-flowing narrative, then review details, ask increasingly specific questions,
and take notes. Additional factors to consider in interviewing an informant include the following
items:

I. Sympathize with the informant about any personal difficulties he/she may be
experiencing, particularly if they affect performance as an informant.

II. Encourage whatever motives that may be causing the informant to provide
information.

III. Ask for information that is already known in order to check the informant’s
reliability.

IV. Do not reveal that information received is known to be worthless or contradicts
certain known facts. It is very important that the agents protect their own secrets
during the interview, keeping in mind the possibility that the informant may
actually be attempting to obtain information about law enforcement activities.

In addition, when questioning informants, the agents must be careful not to reveal
information through their phrasing of questions. For instance, a specific question or inquiry
about an individual or a particular location reveals that some information is already known. The
agents must develop an ability to move from general and purposely vague questions to the
information that has value.

The end of an interview with an informant should contain expressions of appreciation for
the assistance. The agents should make clear the help that has been provided is of value. While
recognizing that the informant may be primarily motivated by revenge, jealousy or the need for
money, the agents should also recognize that the informant is not immune to common courtesy.

INTERVIEWING SUSPECTS

During an investigation, information may be obtained through direct interview with a
suspect. It is not at all unusual, for instance, that an individual who has been interviewed as a
source of information during the progress of a case becomes a primary suspect at a later date.
Information obtained during the preliminary interview can properly be used by the agents if and
when a case develops against the suspect. In order to maintain a distinction between an
interview and an interrogation, it is assumed that the interview takes place either before the case
has focused on a particular individual or in a place where the suspect can clearly terminate the
interview at any time.

Preparation for an interview with a suspect should include a review of all the important
details of the case. The basic questions of who, what, where, when, how and why should be
mentally reviewed by the agents and any background information about the person to be
interviewed should be studied carefully. Remember that before a suspect or subject of an
investigation is questioned, the local prosecutor or department legal advisor should be consulted.



This is to ensure that all legal safeguards are followed and as a result the information provided
may be used in future legal proceedings.

Historically, formal interrogations of suspects have not been used in drug investigations.
This is primarily because of the more prominent use of undercover investigative techniques and
informants. Once an undercover “buy” has been completed and substantiated by surveillance,
drug evidence, and by “marked” money (serialized, photocopied, etc.), there is little reason to
further substantiate the case with a confession. On the other hand, the drug investigation should
rarely end with the apprehension of a single violator. There is a need for the investigation to
determine from where or from whom the drugs were obtained. It may be possible to persuade a
suspect to cooperate in a case directed against persons operating at a higher level of the drug
trade. In such cases, the formal interrogation of a suspect can become a very important tool.

An interrogation is a systematic questioning of an individual to determine the extent of
involvement in criminal activity. Preparation by the agents includes all steps taken during
preceding interviews with witnesses and informants. In addition, the agents should give some
thought to precisely what information would be most beneficial. A series of key questions may
be drawn up and referred to unobtrusively during the course of the interrogation.

Interrogations should be held in a room that is ideally designed for that purpose. The
room should be isolated from bustling activity. While it should be well lit, the room should not
have glaring lights. The room should be secure, protected against interruptions, and equipped
with some means of communication to outside areas such as a buzzer or intercom. The agents
should discuss before the interrogation who will take the lead in questioning. The selection of
the initial approach of the interrogation depends on the circumstances of a case and the
impression of the suspect’s personality. A variety of interrogation styles and techniques are
described briefly below:

1. Logical: In a drug “buy” case, the evidence against the suspect is overwhelming and
the suspect appears to be unemotional about his predicament, the agents may choose to appeal to
the suspect’s respect for logical reasoning. The purpose of this approach is to present entirely
logical reasons whey the suspect should provide additional information. An appeal is made to
the suspect’s self interest while the agents demonstrate that cooperation is the only logical
alternative left. The agents should us a business-like tone of voice and present a crisp confident,
and efficient manner. The suspect’s present condition is described in an unemotional manner
and future developments are presented as automatic and impersonal certainties that follow
inevitably from whatever decisions he or she makes. No promises of leniency can be made by
the agents; nor should it be suggested in any way that the suspect will be “better off” if there is
cooperation. However, the agents can state that cooperation on the part of the suspect in any
continuing investigation will be brought to the attention of the court at the time of trial.

2. Sympathetic: If the agents determine that the suspect will be affected by an emotional
appeal, they may choose to pursue this approach. The interrogation is conducted in low tones
and includes expressions of sympathy and understanding for the plight of the suspect: spouse,
parents, children, religion, business, health, etc. The agents attempt to generate feelings of guilt
and self pity in the suspect. The suspect typically responds by blaming the problems on others.
The sympathetic reaction by the agents encourages the suspect to further relieve feelings of guilt
by assisting the agents.

3. Aggressive: The aggressive approach is basically a threatening manner, conveying the
impression that the agents are hostile to the suspect and are struggling to restrain themselves
from physically attacking the suspect. The aggressive approach my be used as part of a total



interrogation strategy, in which contrasting styles are exhibited by the two agents. Fear of the
aggressive interrogator may encourage a more cooperative attitude toward the more sympathetic
and friendly member of the interrogation team. This method should only be used as a “last resort
technique”.

4. Indifferent: A modification of the aggressive posture is one that emphasizes
fundamental indifference on the part of the interrogator. In this instance, it is suggested that the
agents do not really desire the suspect to cooperate further, but must go through the motions of
making this opportunity available. It is suggested that the agents would prefer to see the suspect
severely punished by the court for the crime rather than receive any possible consideration for
help that might be provided. Like the aggressive technique, indifference is best used in
combination with a contrasting style that is exhibited by a second agent.

5. Face saving: In this approach, the agents attempt to provide the suspect with a
psychological “way out” that will justify his or her participation in the crime. It is implied, but
never stated, that a thorough understanding of the suspect’s motivation may affect the degree of
responsibility for the criminal activity. By systematically rationalizing the suspect’s activities up
to the point of the violation, describing them as a natural consequences of some other difficulty
or problem, the agents attempt to get the suspect talking about his or her actions. The agents
interject comments occasionally that have the effect of diminishing the importance of the
suspect’s own criminal involvement.

6. Egotistical: The agents play on the suspect’s pride and sense of accomplishment.
They talk about the intelligence required to work out complex drug trafficking operations and
pretend to be impressed by the efficiency of the operation or the amount of financial gain
generated by it. They feign a degree of respect for anyone who could work out such a
complicated or daring plan. The egotistical approach encourages the suspect to brag about his
activities and to provide additional details to further impress the agents.

7. Exaggeration: In order to obtain information from an otherwise uncooperative
suspect, the agents may elect to exaggerate the charges that can possibly be brought against the
suspect. For example, the agents may suggest that they believe the suspect to be a much bigger
dealer than is actually the case. It is hoped that the suspect will then admit to his actual
violations in order to protect himself or herself.

These are some of the more common used interrogation techniques used by agents.
Other techniques exist and some of those mentioned are also known by other labels. The
essential point to be kept in mind by the agents are that numerous possible approaches to an
interrogation can be utilized. The selection of one interrogation style over another should not be
made on the basis of what is most comfortable to the agents. Instead, it should be tailored to best
respond to the circumstances of a particular case and the personality of the suspect.

A special skill that must be cultivated by good agents is the ability to recognize various
body responses as signs that may indicate a suspect is reaching an emotional peak or when he or
she is likely to respond to a particular type of approach. This ability comes only from experience
in interrogation and is not a classroom taught skill. Bodily responses of the suspect should be
watched carefully by the agents. The incidence of nervous laughter, finger tapping, hand
wringing, and other gestures may indicate rising tension or apprehension. Embarrassment,
anger, or fear can stimulate blushing or other changes in skin color. Facial expressions can be
involuntary signals of the suspect’s emotional condition. The agents must learn to read these
signals accurately and to respond to them appropriately.


