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SERIOUS ACCIDENT INVESTIGATION COURSE 

	LESSON 9:  Interviews & Witness Statements

	INSTRUCTOR:  

	Objectives:

After completing this lesson the participants will be able to:
· Understand the importance of eye witnesses.
· Gather witness statements and conduct interviews.
· Identify the different types of questions and why they are useful.



	Unit Title: Interviews & Witness Statements

	Lesson 9:
	Notes

	WITNESS STATEMENTS

After viewing the accident site, it is generally best to begin the investigation by interviewing the “eye witnesses.”

Those involved in the accident are included in the “witness” category. 

They are often your best source of information for determining the accident sequence of events.

It is important for investigators to hold interviews as soon as possible.
The mental state of the witnesses in regard to critical incident stress should be taken into account
They may be in shock or trauma following the accident.

They may be on medication and require the approval of the attending physician before making statements or being interviewed.

On the other hand, they are frequently anxious to talk about the accident to anyone who will listen. 

Providing them with an opportunity to talk about the events surrounding the accident may be helpful to their psychological recovery.

To ensure candor while making statements, witnesses should be isolated from each other while making their individual statements.

Witness statements & interview/conversation records are not to be construed as formal written depositions.
CRITICAL INCIDENT STRESS DEBRIEFINGS
It is best to interview witnesses before any Critical Incident Stress Debriefing.

However, should the events of an accident cause a severe psychological burden on a witness; it may be necessary to secure the services of a Critical Incident Stress Debriefing counselor before interviews are completed.  Always try to get a statement from the 
Witness prior to any CISD if you cannot interview them first.

Recommend that the agency administrator contact the local Employee Assistance Program coordinator to arrange for Critical Incident Stress Debriefing counseling on scene, as necessary.
CONDUCTING THE INTERVIEWS

The Chief Investigator should coordinate the preparation of the questions for witness interviews, but may not necessarily be the interviewer in all investigations.
· Interview duties can be assigned to other Investigation Team members.
· Interviews need to be taken in a quiet, private, comfortable, safe location that is free of disruption.
· Frequent breaks should be offered.
Depending on the amount of information needed, an interview may need to be divided and held in subsequent sessions.
However, try not to break-up the interview if at all possible.
CONDUCTING THE INTERVIEWS (continued)
Documenting Interviews
Handout 9-1, Memorandum of Interviews can be used to document interviews.

Recording Interviews

For complex investigation interviews, it is best to record the interview. If an interview is going to be recorded by audio or videotape, it should be with the knowledge and consent of the witness and should be transcribed and reviewed by the witness so that a complete record of the interview exists.  Whenever an interview is taped, the tape becomes a part of the accident investigation record.

Digital recorders can hold hours of recordings on them and are available with many features that can be helpful to your investigation.  There are models that can take the recording and download the information to your computer.

There are services available that can transcribe your recorded interviews.  They can be available for next day delivery as a WORD document and you would have the ability to copy and paste into the witness statement form.  We have provided you with information below from a company that provides this service. 
Contact: Cherie Yure
Southern California Transcription Services

23803 Golden Pheasant Lane

Murrietta, CA 92562

(951) 677-8790
There maybe others transcription services available within the area that you have been assigned.  Contact your Safety Office for additional information and sources.
CONDUCTING THE INTERVIEWS (continued)
Recording of witness interviews can be valuable to the team members that did not participate in the interview.  It can also be helpful during the deliberation phase of the investigation.
The investigator conducting the interview should always take notes during the interview so that there is some written documentation of the interview.
USE OF WITNESS STATEMENTS AND INTERVIEWS
Investigators taking statements need to inform witnesses that their statements will be used for accident prevention purposes only by the investigation team.

However…
State that an assurance of confidentiality cannot be given.

If employees are concerned the interview may result in disciplinary action being taken against them, a request for Union representation may be made before or during the Interview (Weingarten Right, Handout 9-2) as stated in the Master Agreement

Any time a representative is requested, the interview will be discontinued until representation is obtained.

EMPLOYEE REFUSAL TO COOPERATE WITH AN INVESTIGATION

There have been instances when an employee has refused to cooperate with an accident investigation.  Each agency has specific policy regarding this issue.  

EMPLOYEE REFUSAL TO COOPERATE WITH AN INVESTIGATION (Continued)

Under Employee Responsibilities and Conduct Miscellaneous Provisions:  Employees are obligated to give information they possess to authorized representatives of the agency when called upon, if the inquiry relates to official matters and the information is obtained in the course of employment or as a result of relationships incident to such employment.  Failure to respond to requests for information or to appear as a witness in an official proceeding may result in consideration of disciplinary action.  

Should you have such a situation contact your Agency Safety Office or Office of Solicitor/Office of General Council and they can assist you.  

INTERVIEW BEGINNING
The interview begins by asking the witnesses for their:

· name,

· work address,

· phone number,

· position (job title), 

· Their location during the accident.
The idea behind the questioning is to get the witnesses to tell you everything they know in their own words from beginning to end without being influenced by either the question or by what they think you want to hear.

Other questions may include:
· items from the history of events,
· human factors,
· environmental factors.

INTERVIEW BEGINNING (continued)

Usually, it is advantageous to move from general to specific questions.

One technique is to start with the known (what you know) and go to the unknown.
CONDITIONS TO CONSIDER

Considerations that should be taken into account during the interview process are:

In some instances, the witness may have to be taken to the accident site or crash scene after the initial interview for clarification of their statement.

Avoid collective interviews (interviewing more than one witness at a time.)

One team member should ask the questions. Other members should only interrupt and ask questions with the permission of the interview lead.
Do not prejudge a witness. Keep an open mind. Be receptive to all information regardless of its nature—be a good listener.

Be serious. Maintain control of the interview. Don’t make promises you can’t keep. Avoid contemptuous attitudes. Avoid controversial matters. Respect the emotional state of the witness.

Place the witness at ease. Explain the purpose of the interview is for accident prevention purposes and that you only seek the facts related to the accident.

Make sure you read the witness’s written statement (if available) before the interview.

Permit witnesses to tell the story in their own words,

DO NOT INTERRUPT.
Be a good listener. Be unobtrusive in note taking. Maintain self-control during interviews. Don’t become emotionally involved in the investigation.

The interviewer should ask follow-up questions of the witness. Investigation team members should coordinate their questions at the direction of the Chief investigator. Do not assist the witness in answering questions.

Avoid revealing to the witness conflicting statements or items discovered during the interview.

GENERAL QUESTIONS
General questions are open-ended broad questions that are useful in getting the witness to talk. Examples are:

· “What did you see?”
· “Tell me everything you can recall?”
· “Tell me more about that?”

DIRECTED QUESTIONS

Directed questions address the subject in a direct manner & gets the witness to focus on a specific subject, without guiding him/her to what he/she may have seen, for example:
· “Did you notice any lights on the vehicle?”
SPECIFIC QUESTIONS

Specific questions are needed for specific information, for example:
· “Did you notice any flashing lights?”
· “What color was the light?”
SUMMARY QUESTIONS
Summary questions help the witness organize his/her thoughts and draw attention to possible additional information.
Restate what you think the witness told you in your words and ask if that’s correct. Frequently, the witness will add more information.
LEADING QUESTIONS
Avoid leading questions. A leading question is one that contains or implies the desired answer. Once you ask a leading question, you have forever frozen an idea about what the witness is supposed to have seen, for example:
· “Was a red light flashing?”
TECHNIQUES THAT DO NOT REQUIRE QUESTIONS

Some interview techniques do not require questions. A nod of your head or an expectant pause may encourage the witness to talk.

To keep a witness talking, say something like “uh-huh,” “really,” or “continue.”

TECHNIQUES THAT DO NOT REQUIRE QUESTIONS

(Continued)

Another non-question technique is to mirror or echo what the witness says. Repeat back to the witness what they have just said without either agreeing or disagreeing with  them, such as, “You say you saw smoke coming from the vehicle?”

SAMPLE WITNESS QUESTIONS
Handout 9-3 has examples of Control Questions for you to use.  

· What is your name, work address and phone number?
· What is your duty station (location) and position (job title)?
· What is your technical background, skills, or knowledge?
· Tell us, in your own words, what you were doing in the hours prior to the accident, what you saw of the accident and what happened afterwards.
· What is your connection with those involved in the accident?
· What attracted your attention to the accident?
· What attracted your attention to the accident?
SAMPLE WITNESS QUESTIONS (continued)
· What was the position of the vehicle or equipment, and individual involved in the accident, when first seen?
· What was the direction of travel, fall, or final resting place of the vehicle or equipment, and individual in evolved in the accident? (Have the witness draw a diagram, if appropriate).
· What was the weather at the time of the accident? Was it clear & sunny? Was it rainy or smoky? What was the wind conditions (velocity, gusty)?
· What actions did you take at the accident site?
· Were there any other witnesses around?  Do the police have your witnesses’ names?
· Do you wear glasses or a hearing aid? What type? Did you have your glasses or hearing aid on?
· What do you think was the main cause of the accident?
· Is there any additional information you would like to provide?
SAMPLE WITNESS QUESTIONS (continued)
· Always close with: “If you think of any additional information that would help us in the investigation please contact us”.
Let them know that you may have additional questions and you may be contacting them again. Likewise let them know that if they have additional information that they feel would be helpful to the investigation have them contact you.
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