
I N T E R V I E W I N G 
A L I C E J . W E B B E R * 

A N A T T E M P T to discuss interv iewing always raises 
the immediate question whether one person can 
tell another how to interview. I t should be ob¬
vious t h a t this is not possible. A l l one can do is 
give a few useful hints on points t h a t may be 
helpful, i n the hope t h a t each person w i l l then 
work out his own method. In te rv i ewing is an 
art, which one learns only by doing. A knowledge 
of certain psychological principles, however, should 
be helpful and make the job easier. The t h i n g 
to remember is t h a t you w i l l inev i tab ly improve 
as you continue to ta lk to people. 

When we are work ing on a busy job we often 
lose track of what i t is we are really doing. I f we 
know w h a t we are doing i t is much easier to 
develop a way of doing i t . We ore concerned here 
with a program which provides benefits for aged 
retired workers and their dependents and survivors. 
I t is about people and for people. I t s purpose is 
to meet the ir needs. I am going to discuss the 
people you are interviewing, and yourselves, since 
any interview obviously involves not only the 
person who is g iv ing the in format ion b u t also the 
person who is t r y i n g to get the in format ion . 
While you are of course interested in t h i n k i n g of 
the widow, the wage earner, or whoever has come 
in to ta lk to you , you must also learn to t h i n k of 
someone else—yourself and w h a t you are br inging 
to this j o i n t effort. 

1 am going to make two author i ta t ive state
ments about people. You may not believe them 
immediately. B u t I should l ike to ask you to 
question them, test them on yourselves, a n d — i f 
they appear to have any val idity—see how they 
can be helpful in ge t t ing facts f rom people w i t h 
whom you must ta lk . 

People always do w h a t they want to do. Under 
no circumstances whatever do they do a n y t h i n g 
else. Th i s statement expresses an idea w i t h 
which people usually take strong issue. It seems 
amusing i f not quite ridiculous. Y o u w i l l t h i n k , 
" I never have a chance to do the things I w a n t 
to do . " A n d y e t I s t i l l say t h a t w i t h i n the given 
setting in which he finds himself each of us does 
the t h i n g he wants to do. Suppose, for example, 
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t h a t you were wa lk ing on a dark street and a 
robber w i t h a gun jumped out and said to y o u , 
" Y o u r money or y o u r l i f e . " Even i n such a 
s i tuat ion y o u have two courses of behavior—you 
can hand over your purse or you can refuse to do 
so. The price of refusal may be your l i fe , b u t 
you do have a choice. 

I n this l imi ted sense, t h a t is, w i t h i n the l imi t s of 
possibilities of behavior, we must realize, people 
do w h a t they w a n t to do. A lmost never do we 
have a wide var iety of choice, nor can we always 
understand why we select one course of action as 
against another. I t w i l l be very useful to keep this 
idea firmly in m i n d . Wo w i l l see subsequently 
what i t has to do w i t h interv iewing people i n 
order to fill out forms in connection w i t h their 
application for benefits. 

The second statement is t h a t we always do 
whatever we do because of our feelings. These 
feelings are frequently opposed to our intelligence 
or our b ra in—the organ we use, for example, to 
do ar i thmet ic problems. L i f e would be simple i f 
each of us d id what seemed to h i m the r i g h t t h i n g 
to do. M o s t people have fa i r ly good brains and 
should be able to figure out w h a t they ought to do. 
B u t w h y do they not more frequently do it? 
M o s t of us have had the experience of t h i n k i n g to 
ourselves, " W h a t a stupid t h i n g I d i d this m o r n 
i n g ; quite senseless; I don ' t know w h y I d id i t . " 
The reason you did whatever you d id was t ied up 
w i t h something we may understand and define to 
ourselves as feelings or emotions. These feelings 
really govern our conduct, even though we cannot 
always understand them nor are we always aware 
of them. 

L e t me t r y to give you a simple i l lustrat ion of 
what I mean. Suppose you are on an ocean
going l iner and see an iceberg, m o v i n g along i n 
the water. Y o u sec a towering mass of ice which 
appears to be floating along; w h a t you do not see 
is t h a t i t is actual ly steered by the p a r t of itself 
which is under the water l ine. E i g h t y percent of 
the iceberg is under water, and a l l you can see is 
about t w e n t y percent; ye t the whole course of 
the iceberg's progress is determined b y the p a r t 
you cannot sec. In the some way, an indiv idual ' s 
course of action in whatever s i tuat ion he finds 



himself is determined by his feelings, most of them 
buried under the " w a t e r l i n e " of consciousness. 
T h e y are there, however, and we are a l l mot ivated 
b y those buried feelings. 

I stress these two points because I believe we 
must recognize them before we can learn to got 
people to give us facts. Of course m a n y people 
w i l l come into our offices, give whatever in f o rma
t i o n is needed, and depart fa i r ly qu i ck ly . I t is to 
the few who cannot do this t h a t we need to give 
thought . I n t e r v i e w i n g these more di f f icult few 
w i l l be t ime-consuming indeed, unless the i n t e r 
v iewing is done efficiently. Understanding how 
we can best adapt our methods to meet i n d i v i d u a l 
peculiarities should help us got our job done more 
expeditiously, and also—and this m a y be even 
more i m p o r t a n t — m o r e sympathet ical ly . 

The Effect of Emotion 

I f we can accept the fact t h a t people are a c t i 
vated by their emotions, we must realize t h a t 
feelings of discomfort of any sort often prevent 
people f r om t h i n k i n g clearly. L e t us take a 
common example of the effect of fooling on thought . 
Suppose y o u are to take a w r i t t e n examination 
and know your subject wel l . L e t us also suppose 
t h a t you are, nevertheless, "nervous" and upset 
at the idea of an examination and fear y o u may 
f a i l . Y o u may got i n t o such a state of discomfort 
or nervousness t h a t y o u are really unable to a n 
swer the questions. Th i s is not a rare occurrence. 

I t is of course obvious t h a t we must have clear 
t h i n k i n g i f we are to get the necessary application 
forms fi l led out carefully and accurately. W r o n g 
answers double the w o r k to be done. T h e purpose 
back of our method of interv iewing , therefore, is to 
get people to w a n t to give us necessary in fo rma
t i o n and to have them able to give correct in for 
m a t i o n . 

I f y o u can t h i n k of the emotions I have talked 
of as get t ing i n the way of thought , I t h i n k you 
w i l l understand w h a t your job is i n interv iewing. 
T h i n k of the feelings as a barrier stretched across 
a street down which y o u wish to w a l k — a barrier 
which prevents your going any further . Y o u w i l l 
have to remove i t before you can proceed; and 
i n the same way you w i l l have to remove the u n 
comfortable feelings w h i c h prevent people f rom 
g iv ing the required in format ion . 

I have stressed the effect of uncomfortable 

feelings—perhaps overstressed i t , you may t h i n k — 
because, as t ime goes on, more and more people 
w i l l be coming into our offices who have particular 
reason to be upset. Y o u w i l l have to interview 
women who have recently lost husbands, children 
who have lost parents, and aged people who have 
recently lost jobs because they were considered too 
old to work . None of us really likes to grow old; 
and in spite of the fact t h a t our program benefits 
the aged former wage earner, the day he applies 
for insurance benefits m a y be painful for h i m . 

H o w is one to recognize discomfort easily? How 
does one know when people are upset? Actual ly , 
we see such situations every day b u t fai l to notice 
or understand them. One of the functions of a 
trained interviewer is to pay trained at tent ion to 
w h a t is before his eyes, not ic ing everything and 
understanding w h a t he sees. 

The t h i n g we see oftenest is "nervousness." 
Each of us has a not ion of what is meant by that 
t e r m . I f we tr ied to describe i t , we would each 
say something dif ferent; b u t we. would al l have 
i n our minds a picture of the person who fidgets, 
who walks around when he should be s i t t i n g s t i l l , 
who moves his hands and feet, who has diff iculty 
i n ta lk ing . A c t u a l l y , al l sorts of behavior are 
described by this general t e rm. I t is something 
you w i l l learn to watch for and be aware of. 

Another s y m p t o m — a l l these kinds of difficult 
behavior are merely symptoms of emotional dis
comfort—is anger. Each of us must have had the 
experience of ta lk ing to someone who comes into 
the office showing i r r i t a b i l i t y or anger which 
appear to be inappropriate to the occasion. He 
may speak loudly , may bluster, and in general 
be very rude. Y o u undoubtedly wonder what you 
have done to occasion such an outburst . You 
must realize t h a t you have done noth ing to occa
sion i t and t h a t i t really has noth ing to do w i t h 
y o u . 

People w i l l act this way merely because they 
are i n a new s i tuat ion which makes them uncom
fortable and even really frightened. Once you are 
aware t h a t behavior of this sort is merely evidence 
of reaction to a di f f icult s i tuat ion and can tra in 
yourself no t to respond to i r r i t a b i l i t y w i t h i r r i t a 
b i l i t y , you w i l l soon be able to get these individuals 
to feel at ease so that they w i l l no longer need to 
exhibit anger. Thus you w i l l be able to cut down 
the tunc in which i t w i l l be possible for such 
individuals to make a different response. Con-



sider for a minute what a v is i t to a Government 
office may mean—and al l offices to which our ap
plicants must apply for benefits are " t h e Govern
ment" to the persons applying . I t is not an 
uncommon th ing for people to be somewhat fear
ful of the "Government , " and such a v is i t m a y 
be a really fr ightening experience, part i cu lar ly for 
persons who have come from foreign countries. 

M a n y of the aged, too, have certain physical 
disabilities which cause them to show great i r r i 
tabi l i ty when they are doing something to which 
they are not accustomed. A p p l y i n g , no matter 
for what benefit i t may be, is not always easy. 
The applicant may not fu l ly understand his r ights 
and may expect to meet difficulties. I t is your 
job to make such persons feel tha t this is not at 
all a hard th ing to do. 

When you begin to ta lk to applicants, you must 
remember too t h a t you w i l l have to get them to 
tell you about things which may be painful to 
them. T o a woman who has just lost her husband 
and is worried about what w i l l happen to her and 
to her chi ldren, discussion of his death must be 
anticipated as painful . Y o u must be prepared to 
meet tears and, i n many instances, an i n a b i l i t y to 
tell you the story which you need to know. If 
there has been trouble i n the fami ly , i t w i l l be 
hard to ta lk about i t . 

Lot us take one example f rom the application 
form which w i l l have to be filled i n by widows 
who are apply ing for insurance benefits. One of 
the questions (and there are many others equally 
delicate) is: " H a s your husband boon required by 
court order to support you?" Wo have to ask 
this question because the answer may be p e r t i 
nent; but we must remember t h a t i t is a very 
personal question, as are a l l the other questions 
in the same group. They al l relate to the most 
int imate relationships of l i f e—the things t h a t 
every one of us would find di f f icult to ta lk about 
to strangers. They are questions t h a t you would 
not dream of asking your most in t imate f r i end ; 
your friend m i g h t discuss her troubles w i t h y o u , 
but you could never ask such questions. Because 
every question on the form i n this group relates to 
matters about which we al l have deep feelings, we 
must expect people to be upset when they are 
discussed; and we must learn how we can ta lk 
about them. I assure you t h a t anyone can dis
cuss a n y t h i n g i f he knows how to do i t . 

So much for the people t h a t are to be in ter -

viewed; lot us now t a l k a l i t t l e about the in te r 
viewers. We too are people and we have feelings; 
and i t is entirely natura l to fool anger when we 
are treated rudely , especially when there seems 
to be no reason for such treatment . When we 
are interv iewing , however, we must learn t h a t , 
since the things t h a t are said to us have noth ing 
to do w i t h us as individuals , any intrus ion of 
personal fooling is a great waste of tune and 
makes our own job harder. We w i l l soon cease 
to respond emotionally i n such situations. 

Since we are human, we are a l l subject to p r e j 
udices, no mat ter how tolerant we l ike to t h i n k 
ourselves, or how well informed or broadminded. 
Usually, the particular prejudice relates to some 
int imate relationship of l i fe . As you ta lk to 
people, you are going to learn many things about 
them. These are n o t about impersonal matters ; 
they are intensely personal. When anyone dis
cusses w i t h you a person as i m p o r t a n t to h i m as 
husband, wife , chi ld , father, or mother, att itudes 
may be shown w i t h which your disagreement is so 
strong as to constitute a prejudice on your part . 
Y o u have a r i g h t to feel as you wish about these 
matters , but you have no r i g h t to allow your 
feelings to affect your conversation. I ment ion 
this po int because our feelings are usually shown 
immediately, i n our face, manner, or voice. I f 
the person to w h o m you are speaking feels t h a t 
you are no longer sympathetic to h i m , he w i l l 
immediately stop ta lk ing . The qua l i t y of feeling 
is as contagious as any germ, and i f we show our 
own feeling we are going to prevent ourselves f rom 
gett ing on w i t h our job. 

Th i s does not mean t h a t we should be w i t h 
drawn and impersonal when we ta lk w i t h a p p l i 
cants. I n fact, we must a t t e m p t to cult ivate a 
sympathetic manner. Y o u w i l l soon learn to rec
ognize subjects of conversation which w i l l be 
embarrassing for you to discuss, and y o u w i l l learn 
to guard against embarrassment. Y o u w i l l be sur
prised to discover how soon this feeling w i l l dis
appear. Ac tua l l y , the report ing of facts is our 
whole concern, i f we can learn to distinguish w h a t 
facts are. 

Minimum Essentials for Good Interviewing 

Since complete attent ion to the person you are 
ta lk ing to is necessary, what we m i g h t t h i n k of as 
" t r a i n e d a t t e n t i o n " is very impor tant . I n a b i l i t y 



to pay at tent ion may result f rom fatigue and the 
tensions which affect the interviewer i n the routine 
of a busy office. I f we have a b ig job planned for 
the afternoon, a l o t of work piled up on our desk, 
and perhaps a personal appointment which re
quires us to leave the office p r o m p t l y , i t is easy to 
see how a l l these pressures may serve to distract 
us when we are t a l k i n g to people. Wo may find 
t h a t we cannot remember i m p o r t a n t in format ion 
the appl icant has given us. T o ask h i m to repeat 
w h a t he has jus t said is embarrassing. I t is true 
t h a t the conditions under which we must carry 
on our work are often beyond our control . Wo 
can, however, when we sit down to t a l k , make an 
effort to clear our minds of everything t h a t may 
distract f rom the business i n hand. I f you w i l l do 
this deliberately, you w i l l find t h a t i t w i l l shorten 
the t ime y o u w i l l need to get facts. 

T h e ment ion of s i t t ing down to ta lk brings us 
to an i m p o r t a n t p o i n t — t h e sett ing for the in ter 
view. The daily business of issuing account n u m 
bers can be handled i n your offices satisfactorily 
as people lean on the counter. I feel quite sure 
t h a t an a t t e m p t to get personal in format ion from 
people i n this fashion w i l l no t be so successful. 
I doubt very much whether people w i l l ta lk i n t i 
mate ly , leaning on their elbows i n a large room. 
Some consideration, therefore, must be given to 
the question of pr ivacy . Obviously, we cannot 
a l l have pr ivate offices; b u t i f the idea of quiet and 
pr ivacy is accepted, some arrangement of offices 
can be made to achieve these conditions. The 
public-assistance offices have had this problem 
i n the past, and w i t h a m i n i m u m of expense they 
have been able to arrange for pr ivate interv iewing 
b y careful p lanning. Files m a y be arranged to 
make a sort of alcove where two chairs may be 
placed, desks m a y be separated, and other w o r k 
able arrangements can be made. 

A l l o w i n g sufficient t ime for interviews is another 
po in t to consider. W i t h the pressure on al l our 
offices, i t seems rather absurd to ment ion having 
enough t ime for anyth ing . I n the end, however, 
p lanning for sufficient t ime w i l l prove the most 
efficient way of handl ing applications. One use
f u l method is the appointment system. I f some 
i n i t i a l separation of people is made a t the counter, 
i t w i l l f requently be found t h a t some people can 
come i n another day for a regular appointment to 
t a l k things over, and the office w i l l know j u s t 
w h a t hours to leave for this part i cular j ob . 

The Interview Itself 
Sufficient t ime, trained at tent ion , and privacy 

appear to mo to be m i n i m u m essentials for good 
interv iewing . They are, however, the background 
rather than the actual process of interviewing. 
I intend to say l i t t l e about the actual process be
cause, as I said before, I do not believe anyone 
can tel l another how to do a job of this k ind . 
However, let us look at the application forms 
which must be filled out . Y o u w i l l notice that 
you are required to get w h a t is apparently simple 
factual in format ion . I t is, however, far from 
simple. A f ter many of the questions the form 
says, answer " Y e s " or " N o . " We could attempt 
to get the in format ion by s imply reading off the 
questions and asking people to answer them. A 
few people would , of course, be able to give you 
the r i g h t answers. For reasons which 1 have 
tr ied to po int out , however, others w i l l not be able 
to do so. When people come into our offices, they 
are prepared and ready to talk about jobs or any
th ing which i n their minds relates to insurance; 
they have paid i n tax money, and they expect to 
discuss things t h a t relate to tha t payment. They 
do not expect, and w i l l frequently resent, discus
sion of what they believe to be personal informa
t i on . Y o u must be prepared to have people say 
to you , as they have said i n some of our field 
offices, " W h a t business is t h a t of yours, young 
man? " Y o u w i l l have to learn to recognize the 
people who can answer questions exactly and the 
others who w i l l have to have help. 

One way to get a correct picture of the s ituation 
is to let them tel l you their own stories i n their 
own way. Y o u w i l l then be able to select for 
them the answers to the questions w i t h some 
certa inty t h a t the facts are more or less correct. 
I n other words, you w i l l have to get more than 
"yes " or " n o " answers. I f you have heard people 
testi fy i n court you know the technique of the 
questioning lawyer who says to the witness, 
" G i v e mo an answer to this question, yes or no . " 
We know t h a t his in tent ion is to l i m i t conversa
t i o n ; he docs no t wish the witness to te l l any more 
t h a n he has indicated. Another lawyer who 
really wishes to br ing out the facts of the case w i l l 
say to the witness, " W i l l you please tel l us the 
story i n your own w a y ? " I t is exceedingly di f f i 
cu l t to learn real facts by a "yes " or " n o " method. 
I t is like a t t e m p t i n g to show everything in block 
or whi te , when gray may be the rea l i ty . L e t t i n g 



the applicant to l l his story i n his own way may 
appear to take longer, b u t i t is actually more 
efficient, and we approach the t r u t h more readily 
this way. 

Strangely enough, i t is no t an easy t h i n g to do. 
I t requires a " l i s ten ing att itude"-—complete and 
close a t tent ion , w i t h the interviewer always 
ready to encourage the speaker to elaborate any 
given po int which would seem to c lar i fy a needed 
fact. The interviewer must really be i n control 
of the interv iew, ready at any t ime to draw the 
speaker back tac t fu l ly to the po int i f he should 
tend to wander too far afield. Y o u may find 
yourself suddenly eager to t a l k , even when you 
have a plan clearly i n mind to let the appl icant 
toll his story. This is a common experience i n 
interviewing, and i t is something to watch for and 
to control . I t is well to realize t h a t the most 
natural method, however, and the one which 
makes the interviewer feel most comfortable, is 
the one which should be selected. Each person 
must work ou t these details for himself. 

Encouragement of the applicant 's ta lk ing and 
sympathy for the story he tells are essential a t t i 
tudes for the interviewer. I t may no t be neces
sary to say much. Your feelings may be ex
pressed by your tone of voice, facial expression, 
and general a t tent ion . Such encouragement suc
ceeds in making people feel free to go on w i t h their 
story. We may have to explain in the beginning 
the kinds of questions we are going to ask or the 
kind of in format ion we may wish to have. I f t ime 
is taken to explain w h y a question is asked, there 
is usually no di f f i culty in gett ing the answer t h a t is 
required. A few explanatory words are often help
fu l—a preface to your remarks, as " I am sorry I 
am going to have to ask you such a personal ques
tion b u t I need to k n o w — " If the applicant can 
understand the requirements and the necessity 
for his replies, and i f he is p u t a t ease by your 
manner, a t tent i on , and sympathetic interest, you 
wi l l have l i t t l e di f f iculty in gett ing in format ion . 

I t is frequently possible to te l l by the way they 
sit whether people are sufficiently comfortable to 
talk freely. T r y to observe people carefully. 
You have undoubtedly noticed people, in s i tua
tions which are strange to them, s i t t i n g perched 
on the edge of a chair, w i t h a foot so balanced t h a t 
they are ready to j u m p up at a moment 's notice. 
I f you can get your applicants to s it bock in their 
chairs, moderately relaxed, you w i l l know t h a t 

they may be ready to t a l k to you . I t is not d i f f i 
cu l t to t r a i n oneself to watch for these l i t t l e e v i 
dences of greater ease. 

Y o u must consider, too, i f you have boon suc
cessful i n gett ing people to ta lk freely, how to got 
them to stop ta lk ing . The greater your success i n 
the earlier par t of the interview, the more d i f f i cul ty 
you may have i n terminat ing i t . One simple way 
is to got up pol i te ly , possibly while you are s t i l l 
l istening. Collecting your papers may be another 
helpful way of br inging to their attent ion the fact 
t h a t their t ime is up. I t w i l l be easy for you to f ind 
some manner to show people pol itely t h a t the 
interview is over. I mention this po int because 
you w i l l have to be the one to do i t . People rarely 
have the chance to tel l their stories to at tent ive , 
sympathetic listeners, and they are usually ready 
to run on at length unless interrupted . 

Summary 

I should l ike , i n summary, to stress once again 
t h a t people do w h a t they wish to do and t h a t their 
emotions control their behavior. Wo shall have, 
therefore, to persuade people to wish to ta lk to us 
and give us necessary in format ion , even when w h a t 
they are doing is for their own benefit. 

Sympathy is our greatest tool i n achieving those 
results. The interview may be thought of as d i v i d 
ing itself in to three ports: the in t roduct ion ; the 
body—which is fact - f inding; and the conclusion. 
A l i t t l e t ime token i n the in t roductory par t of the 
interview may save t ime i n gett ing facts. Y o u 
w i l l wish first of all to a t t e m p t to remove any 
uncomfortable feelings people may show—such as 
fear, indignat ion , or anxiety. I t is useful to take a 
few minutes to tel l the appl icant w h y you need to 
ask certain questions or need certain in format ion . 
Our object is to get the applicant calm and com
fortable, which is frequently achieved by a reas
suring manner. H a v i n g succeeded i n this effort, 
i t is usually better to have the applicant tel l his 
story i n his own way. I t may be necessary a t the 
end of the interview for us to terminate i t tac t fu l ly . 

I n closing, I should l ike to give two notes of 
warning which I am sure are really unnecessary. 
I t is i m p o r t a n t to guard against an at t i tude which 
in its worst phase we m i g h t call patronage. Wo 
al l enjoy the feeling of g iv ing something to some
one. I know i t is unnecessary to remind y o u t h a t 
this typo of enjoyment is out of place i n our 



offices. We are a l l engaged i n assisting people to 
get their r ights , and an a t t i t u d e t h a t smacks at 
al l of the " L a d y B o u n t i f u l " is most unwarranted . 
Wo are only instruments through which insurance 
benefits come. A n y other a t t i tude w i l l merely 
succeed i n m a k i n g i t more di f f icult for us to get 
in format ion . 

The other po in t I would l ike to stress is the 
confidential nature of the stories which are to ld 
us. We are a l l fami l iar w i t h Regulation No . 1, 
and none of us would intend to violate i t . The 

surest way not to do this inadvertent ly is never to 
ment ion anywhere the stories, no mat ter how 
interesting, which are heard i n the office. I t is 
surprising how easily such stories are identified, 
oven in large cities. As t ime goes on, you w i l l be 
so used to the stories t h a t y o u w o n ' t even remem
ber them. We must remember at al l times, how
ever, t h a t we have a r i ght to hear such personal 
facts about people only because i t happens to be 
our job to help them got the benefits to which they 
are ent i t led . 


