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Recommendations for the Interview of Potential Torture Victims

(Derived from the Istanbul Protocol of Effective Investigation and Documentation of Torture and Other Cruel, Inhuman or Degrading Treatment)

· Begin by explaining the purpose of the interview to the individual (i.e. to help the legal case) and what will be done with the information collected
· Gaining the trust of the person being interviewed is essential
· Explain the format/process of the interview to the individual (i.e. first we’re going to talk about X, and then we’ll move on to Y)

· Explain that you will need to take notes during the interview, assuring the individual that you will faithfully represent their story

· Be sure the individual understands that they are in control of the process, and may ask questions or request breaks at any time

· Be open with the individual about what, realistically, you as a lawyer are able to achieve, so that the individual does not endanger themselves by putting too much faith in your ability as an outsider

· Adopt an official but non-threatening manner, being sensitive to the fact that the experience of answering structured questions may trigger memories of interrogation/torture

· Be sure to use eye contact and sympathetic body language when both asking questions and listening to answers, avoiding intimidating the individual by filling out official-looking forms while they speak

· Avoid asking leading questions, allowing the individual to describe what has happened to them in a chronological narrative, in their own words (i.e. try not to list torture methods to them, asking if  they have been subjected to each)

· Be sensitive to the fact that victims of torture/ill-treatment often suffer psychological trauma, such as Post Traumatic Stress Disorder, and may grow angry, fearful, defensive, reticient and so on. Attempt to communicate to the individual that their emotional responses are “normal”, justified etc. in a sympathetic manner.
· Note that it may take more than one visit for an individual to feel comfortable enough to discuss what happened to them

· Ask the individual to describe what happened to them as precisely as possible, using all five senses, and including emotions (i.e fear, hope, despair etc.)

· Ensure (following the narrative) that the individuals understands that not only physical injury but also humiliation, threats (to family members, of execution, of attack by animals etc.), violations of religio-cultural taboos, behavioral coercion, and forcible witness of/participation in torture/ill-treatment are instances of torture/ill-treatment under the law, and therefore not acceptable

· Broach the topic of sexual assualt with great caution, as it will likely be an emotional subject charged with religious, cultural and social moral/value issues. Expressing respectful awareness of these issues will often help the individual feel comfortable enough to speak
· Recognize that women (and in some cases, particularly in instances of sexual assault, men) will often be more comfortable discussing what has happened to them with another woman

· Do not press an individual to discuss anything they are not comfortable revealing in order to reduce the chance of retraumatizing the victim
· Avoid taking any action which may endanger the individual, witnesses, or yourself

· If accompanying individual to seek medical treatment, be sure to explain to the individual precisely what is going on, allowing them to ask questions and control the process
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