Key Principles and Phases of a Survivor-centred Interview

By using survivor-centred skills, the guiding principles for helping complainants of sexual exploitation and abuse are put into practice.  These skills are most relevant when the complainant is the identified survivor/victim.   Note that it is important to understand the standards for victim assistance when conducting a survivor-centred interview, in order to provide referrals for immediate emergency assistance and/or referrals to a victim support facilitator who can assist a survivor/complainant to access services.  

Below is an overview of the guiding principles and the corresponding survivor-centred skills:

	Guiding Principles 
	Survivor-centred Skills

	1. Assess the physical safety and welfare of the survivor / complainant(s).


	· Consider the safety of the survivor/complainant:

Always be aware of the security risks a survivor/complainant might be exposed to after sexual violence. Hold all conversations, assessments and interviews in a safe setting. Try, as much as the context and your position allow you, to assess the security situation of the survivor/complainant (i.e., Does the survivor/complainant have a safe place to go? Will the survivor/complainant be confronted with the perpetrator?…). Inform yourself about options for referral available to the survivor/complainant in accordance with the victim assistance strategy (i.e. know who the victim support facilitators are!). If necessary, take immediate action to ensure the safety of the survivor/complainant. 



	2. Address confidentiality and anonymity.


	· Address confidentiality: 

Do not share the story of the survivor/complainant with others beyond the confidential reporting pathways developed to address a complaint of SEA.  If you need to share information with other professionals, including the victim support facilitator, you can only do so if the survivor/complainant understands what this implies and has given his/her consent beforehand.  You should let the complainant know what the limits of confidentiality are before you begin the interview (i.e. that you are required to forward any complaints you receive) so that the complainant has the option to decide whether they would like to continue with making a complaint.

· Address anonymity:

Let complainants know that they have the right to make any complaint anonymously.  They are not required to share identifying information about themselves, the alleged perpetrator, or anyone else involved in the alleged incident.



	3. Respect the wishes, the rights and the dignity of the survivor/complainant and consider the best interests of the child, when making any decision on the most appropriate course of action to prevent or respond to an incident of sexual exploitation or abuse.


	· Respect the wishes, needs and capacities of the survivor/complainant: 

As much as is possible, all actions you take should be guided by the wishes, needs and capacities of the survivor/complainant. Respect the strength and capacities of the survivor to cope with what happened to her/him. After the survivor/complainant is informed about and the process of referral to a victim support facilitator, s/he has the right to make the choices s/he wants. 

· Treat the survivor/complainant with dignity:

Show that you believe the survivor/complainant, that you don’t question the story or blame the survivor/complainant and that you respect her/his privacy. 

· Assure a supportive attitude:

Provide emotional support to the survivor/complainant. Show sensitivity, understanding and willingness to listen to the story of the survivor/complainant. Retain a caring attitude, regardless of the type of intervention you make. 
· Provide information and manage expectations:

Provide the survivor/complainant with all information s/he needs to make a choice about the care and support s/he wants. Check whether the survivor/complainant fully understands all the information, and if necessary adapt the presentation of the information to the capacity of the survivor/complainant at that moment. 

Be aware of the fact that when a survivor/complainant discloses her/his story to you, s/he trusts you and might have high expectations about what you can do to help. Always be clear about your role and about the type of support and assistance you can and cannot offer to a survivor/complainant. Never make promises that you can’t keep. Respect also the limitations of what you can do. 

· Ensure referral and accompaniment: 

As per the victim assistance strategy, make sure you are well informed about the process of referral to a victim support facilitator. Inform the survivor / complainant about this process. If there is an emergency, ensure that the survivor/complainant has immediate access to the appropriate services. 



	4. Ensure non-discrimination.


	· Treat every survivor/complainant in a dignified way, independent of her/his sex, background, race, ethnicity or the circumstances of the incident(s):

Treat all survivors/complainants equally. Do not make assumptions about the history or background of the survivor/complainant. Be aware of your own prejudices and opinions about sexual violence and do not let them influence the way you treat a survivor/complainant. 



· Survivor-centred skills are important: 

· To protect survivors/complainants from further harm.

· To provide survivors/complainants with the opportunity to talk about what has happened to her/him without pressure.

· To assist survivor/complainants in making choices, in seeking help if they want to.

· To cope with the fear that survivor/complainants may have of negative reactions (from the community), or of being blamed for the violence.

· In the case of a survivor, to give back the control to him/her, which he/she lost during the sexual exploitation/abuse.
· Survivor-centred skills should be applied by everyone who is in contact with survivors, regardless of their role in the community or professional position.

MORE INFORMATION ON Key Principles for survivor-centred interviewing

Assess Safety

· During the interview, there should be an assessment of the risk for the survivor/complainant and the measures to protect the safety of the survivor/complainant that can be put in place.

· The interviewer should inquire as to whether the survivor/complainant is in danger and what security measures the survivor/complainant believes should be taken. 

· The interview should take place in a quiet place that does not put unnecessary attention on the survivor/complainant and where surveillance is minimal. 

· The identity of an survivor/complainant should not be revealed in other interviews with other survivor/complainants. 

· Develop a method for keeping in contact with the survivor/complainant; this can be a telephone number, a card… (some survivor/complainants might rather not keep a card for their own safety!)

Address Confidentiality and Anonymity

· Confidentiality is crucial to protect the safety of the survivor/complainant and to respect his/her dignity and privacy.

· The mechanisms and limitations of confidentiality should be very clear and should be explained to the survivor/complainant. Who will have access to the information gathered? How will it be stored? 

· Ask for the consent of the survivor/complainant in sharing information.  Let the survivor/complainant know that they can make a complaint anonymously.

· In case the survivor/complainant is a child, ask consent to a guardian.

· Records should be kept in a secure location at all times. Files might be identified by number, not by names, while the name corresponding to each number is kept separately (and securely).

Respect the wishes, the needs and capacities of the survivor/complainant

· Respect the time a survivor/complainant wants to take to tell his/her story. 

· Never make assumptions about what must have been the most difficult for the survivor/complainant about the abuse.

· Never force a survivor/complainant to say things s/he doesn’t feel comfortable with.

· Say explicitly to the survivor/complainant that s/he can stop the interview at any time. 

· If necessary, determine BEFOREHAND with the survivor/complainant what safety cues s/he will use in case s/he feels panic or if telling the story becomes too difficult (e.g. standing up to walk around, stop the interview, ask for a drink…). 

Treat the survivor/complainant with dignity 

· Show your respect for the survivor/complainant.

· It might be very difficult for the survivor/complainant to explain in detail the story of the violence or to reconstruct the timeframe, always respect the way the survivor/complainant is explaining the events, always formulate questions in a respectful manner, never ‘interrogate’ the survivor/complainant. 

· Make sure the survivor/complainant can choose to be interviewed by an interviewer and interpreter of the same sex in a private setting.

Assure a supportive attitude

· The interview might be the first time survivors/complainants have told the full story of what happened to them. They might become distressed, have difficulties expressing themselves, they might be flooded with memories and the words may rush out, or they might not find the words to express their story. Always keep a supportive attitude to deal with these reactions. 

· Provide emotional support, use support statements when needed. 

· Formulate questions in an understanding tone. 

· Repeat that it is normal for survivor/complainants to find it difficult to tell their story, that s/he is not to blame, that you have all the time…

Provide information and manage expectations

· The survivor/complainant should be explained why s/he is interviewed, who is conducting the interview, what will happen to the information gathered, who will have access to the information, etc. 

· S/he should also be informed about measures that can be taken to protect him/her and about the limitations of these measures, so that he or she can make an informed choice about participating in the interview. 

· Check whether the survivor/complainant fully understands all the information, and if necessary adapt the presentation of the information to the capacity of the survivor/complainant at that moment. 

· Explain clearly to the survivor/complainant what the possible outcomes of the interview can be. Explain the goals of the interview. 

· Don’t make any promises you can’t keep. 

Ensure referral to victim support facilitator

· As per the victim assistance mechanism in place, establish procedures for making confidential referral to victim support facilitators and refer survivor/complainant (when s/he is the alleged victim) if they wish. 

Treat every survivor/complainant in a dignified way, independent of her/his background, race, ethnicity or the circumstances of the incident(s).
· Treat all survivors/complainants equally.

· Never communicate through body language, facial expressions or other means that you don’t believe the story of the survivor/complainant.

· Do not show any personal opinion about the story of the survivor/complainant.

· During the interview, be aware of your own prejudices towards sexual violence.

The phases of an interview

Phase One: Building Rapport
Discuss: 

· The interviewers role 

· The goal of the interview

· Confidentiality

· Who the information will go to

· Consent: after having received the introductory information, does the survivor/complainant agree to give a statement? 

· The place where the interview takes place (is it safe for the survivor/complainant?)

· How much time the interview will take approximately

· Concerns of the survivor/complainant

Phase Two: The Interview (information gathering)

STEP 1: Free Narrative Account: 

· First, invite the survivor/complainant to explain the events in his/her own words. ‘Can you tell me what happened to you?’ 

· Avoid interrupting the survivor/complainant or asking specific questions at the very beginning of the interview. 

· If the survivor/complainant stops without finishing the story, try to use simple open-ended questions to help him/her to tell the story. (What happened next?)
STEP 2: Specific Questions: 
· Ask questions to put the events in chronological order. Come back to those points that need clarification.  

· Start with less stressful questions or topics and move gradually to the more difficult issues. Take cues from the survivor/complainant about the pace of the interview.

· Use small support statements when needed. Repeat that the survivor/complainant is not to blame.

· Have attention for the emotional state of the survivor/complainant (tone of voice, eye contact, crying, silences, body language, …). These observations can be important to include in the statement, they can also indicate when the survivor/complainant is overwhelmed and might need a break or want to stop the interview (I can see you are crying, are you ok? Would you like a break?). 
Phase Three: Closing the Interview
· Summarize what the survivor/complainant has said; use as much as possible his/her own words.

· Provide emotional support.

· Ask if the survivor/complainant wants to add something or has questions.

· Reflect back the concerns of the witness. 

· Address the possibility of referral to victim support facilitator, make arrangements. 

· Repeat confidentiality.

· Discuss measures in place for protection and communication (give a telephone number, give instructions what to do if the survivor/complainant feels unsafe, …)

· You may want to organize a follow-up meeting, make arrangements. 

· Thank the survivor/complainant for his/her collaboration. 
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