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The Problem 
The mission of the research arm of the High-Value Detainee Interrogation group (HIG) is stated quite 
clearly: “The HIG will study the comparative effectiveness of interrogation approaches and techniques 
with the goal of identifying the most effective existing techniques and developing new lawful techniques 
to improve intelligence interviewing.” Science affords multiple pathways to address this mission, 
including experimental laboratory studies and in-the-field studies of actual practices. Another important 
perspective to obtain is that of the users themselves. The practice and perceived effectiveness of interview 
and interrogation techniques are difficult to untangle. Put simply, if techniques are perceived to be 
ineffective, they are likely to be infrequently employed, if at all.  
 
Via a systematic survey of the interrogation and intelligence community, we addressed two interrelated 
issues. The first is the lack of surveys done with this population; that is U.S. military and federal-level 
interrogators dealing primarily with terrorism. Although surveys of U.S. police interrogators have been 
conducted (e.g., Kassin et al., 2007; Kostelnik & Reppucci, 2009), these survey findings may or may not 
translate or generalize to human intelligence (HUMINT). For one, the goals of criminal and intelligence 
interrogations can be disparate. Criminal or police interrogations aim to obtain self-incriminating 
statements from persons pre-determined to be guilty of the crime. In contrast, HUMINT interrogations 
aim to obtain the maximum amount of accurate information in the least amount of time (see Evans, 
Meissner, Brandon, Russano, & Kleinman, 2010; Redlich, 2007). As such, the practices of military and 
criminal interrogators may differ, if not in content, at least in frequency and perceived efficacy, though, to 
our knowledge, this is an empirical question that has not yet been addressed. In addition, extant police 
interrogator surveys may also not generalize to federal-level law enforcement (e.g., the Federal Bureau of 
Investigation). As noted on their homepage, the FBI’s top two priorities are terrorism and counter-
intelligence. Thus, although the FBI investigates crimes, the same arguments described above in relation 
to HUMINT interrogations (and the lack of generalizability to police interrogation surveys) apply here. 
Neuman and Salinas-Serrano (2006), however, note the significant overlap between the Reid interrogation 
technique, the FBI method, and the basic Criminal Investigator Training Program (CITP) offered at the 
Federal Law Enforcement Training Center (FLETC). At the same time, Neuman and Salinas-Serrano 
emphasize the lack of “systematic, empirical study of the efficacy of the techniques” taught by law 
enforcement training programs (p. 214).   
 
The second issue we addressed relates to whether interrogation technique effectiveness is person and 
context dependent. Anecdotally, interrogators often describe interrogation and intelligence gathering as an 
art (see Redlich & Meissner, 2009); an art that cannot be studied systematically because there are simply 
too many variables. However, again, this is an empirical question. In our survey, we provided context-
specific situations recognizing that the perceived efficacy of any one technique (or combination of 
techniques) and subsequent use may depend on several factors. Whether (and if so, what) characteristics 
of the interrogator, the detainee, the situation, and the intended goal influence selection of interrogation 
techniques and their perceived effectiveness is an open question, one that we sought to address.  
 

The Approach 
Our approach was to survey voluntary samples of military and non-military interviewers and 
interrogators. Below we describe our survey development and deployment. 
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Survey development. In the Fall of 2010, the survey was developed, user tested, finalized in consultation 
with experts, and approved by human subject review boards. Our goal was to create one survey that was 
applicable to interviewers/interrogators across agency.1 At the outset, we recognized that different 
personnel used different terminologies and had differing intended outcomes. Thus our first step was to 
create a condensed list of techniques that could apply broadly across agencies. We conducted a 
comprehensive review of the literature and existing surveys, including a survey developed for HT-JCOE 
interrogators. The end result of this review was an all-inclusive listing of more than 60 interview 
techniques reported throughout the literature. We then cross-referenced the techniques from the distinct 
sources and noted the techniques that were essentially the same but simply utilized different labels, 
thereby creating a more succinct list (and a more succinct survey).  
 
Our next step was to organize the techniques identified. After a careful review, we landed on a six-
category framework developed by career intelligence officer, Col. Steve Kleinman (2010). His original 
purpose was to provide generic labels for the FM 2-22.3 approaches. We expanded and renamed the six 
categories and sorted the 60+ techniques into these six domains: 1) Rapport and Relationship Building; 2) 
Emotion Manipulation; 3) Context Manipulation; 4) Confrontation and Competition; 5) Collaboration; 
and 6) Presentation of Evidence (see Appendix). 
 
In addition to survey questions centering on the reported usage of the interview and interrogation 
techniques, we also were interested in how techniques were applied with different goals in mind and in 
different contexts. To address differing interrogation goals, we asked about four specific outcomes: 1) to 
gather intelligence; 2) to obtain a confession or other information for prosecution; 3) to obtain tactical 
information; and 4) to obtain strategic information. We also allowed respondents to write in other goals. 
Perceptions of effectiveness of the six domains were obtained for each of the four outcomes.  To provide 
further context, we developed three interrogation vignettes. The vignettes differed on the detainee value 
(high vs. low), detainee characteristics and demeanor (age, gender, nationality, cooperative, etc), and the 
intended outcome (to gather strategic vs. tactical intelligence). (More detail on the vignettes is in the 
findings section.)  
 
The survey concentrated on the perceived efficacy and reported usage of interview and interrogation 
techniques. In addition, we covered other relevant topics, such as training emphases and effectiveness, 
deception detection, interrogator qualities, and the interaction of detainee-interrogator characteristics 
(e.g., age, culture, language, experience, anxiety).  In all, the survey had nine sections. Both online and 
hard-copy versions of the survey were developed, though only the online one was opted by participants. 
Actual data collection began in February 2011 and is ongoing. The online version was developed by 
Professional Development Program (PDP). As individual users completed the survey, results were stored 
in a secure database.  Information was stored anonymously; data were accessible for retrieval by project 
personnel only.  
   
Survey deployment. We strove to obtain diverse samples, and although we anticipated most survey 
respondents to be men, we aimed to recruit and survey respondents with varying levels of experience in 
their field, from different cultures and nationalities, and with inter-agency experiences. We anticipated 
participant recruitment to be difficult given the nature of the population and as such, we employed two 
main methods to recruit interrogators into the survey: 1) drawing upon contacts from the FBI/HIG 
researchers and 2) generating new contacts in the interrogation community. The former reached out to 
active interrogators through HT-JCOE at Fort Huachuca, the Federal Law Enforcement Training Center 
(FLETC), and the FBI training facility at Quantico. Additional active interrogator recruitment was done 
through internal channels at the HIG and among a broader set of FBI agents. The second strategy focused 
on developing contacts predominantly through retired agents’ and military intelligence officers’ 
associations. A recruitment letter was written and approved for distribution by then-HIG Director Andrew 
McCabe that was circulated throughout the active interrogation community and associations we found 
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through extensive internet research. In several trips to HT-JCOE and FLETC, Drs. Brandon and Bhatt 
promoted the survey, distributed the recruitment letter and also business cards that were drawn up about 
the survey. Further, notice of the survey was distributed through the newsletter of the FBI National 
Academies Association (FBINAA) and the survey was also highlighted and linked to the FBINAA 
website. Assistance with participant recruitment from within the HIG research team was also provided by 
Col. Kleinman who reached out to his contacts. 
At the University at Albany, our focus was on developing contacts with active and retired agents’ and 
intelligence officers’ associations, including the FBI Agents’ Association (FBIAA), the Society of Retired 
Special Agents (SRSA) of the FBI, and the Marine Corps Interrogator Translator Teams Association. We 
are especially grateful to the SRSA, as they sent multiple emails to their membership listserv. We also 
reached out to individual interrogators or FBI agents.  

Findings 
Our focus in this section is on the techniques, including use of individual techniques and across the six 
domains, perceived effectiveness by the four outcomes, and within the three vignettes. In addition, we 
were interested in examining differences by interrogator qualities, including civilian vs. military, and 
active vs. retired. First, we describe our sample. 

Sample Participants. As of the writing of this report, 152 interrogators logged onto the site, gave their 
informed consent and initiated participation in the survey. Attrition proved to be somewhat problematic, 
however. Overall, 77 interrogators (51%) completed the entire survey, and an additional 54 completed 
some portion therein (86% of total). These response rates actually exceed typical rates for these types of 
surveys. For analyses reported below, the number of participants ranged from 77 to 131. 

The overwhelming majority of the sample was male (91%), American-born (96%), and white (92%). The 
mean age was 55 years, and 64% were no longer active. The average number of years as an interrogator 
was approximately 21, and the mean number of interrogation sessions conducted was 463. Nearly 40% of 
the sample had a bachelor’s degree and an additional 46% had an advanced degree. The respondents’ 
current or most recent employer included the Federal Bureau of Investigation (38%), active duty military 
or reserves (15%), state or local police (12%), military criminal investigation (10%), Department of 
Homeland Security (6%), the Defense Intelligence Agency (3%), and the remaining were unknown 
(18%). The sample reported foreign language proficiency, as 47% spoke one language other than English, 
with an additional 23% and 10% speaking two and three other languages, respectively. 

Frequency of Interrogation Techniques. Prior to asking the respondents about specific interrogation 
techniques, we asked them to estimate what percent of the time they began an interrogation session with 
the Direct Approach.2 The mean percentage was 59%. Civilians reported an average use of the Direct 
Approach of 45%, whereas 81% of military did so, a significant difference (p < .001). 

We asked survey respondents to report their utilization of 66 techniques (1 = never to 5 = always). The 10 
most frequently used techniques and the 10 least frequently used techniques are presented below in Table 
1; for the full listing of the techniques and their frequency of use, see Table 1A, Appendix. 

Six of the top 10 most often used techniques come from the Rapport and Relationship Building domain 
indicating that respondents are most likely to employ “friendly” techniques. Conversely, techniques that 
could be considered “harsh” were more likely to appear in the bottom 10. Four of these come from the 
Confrontation and Competition domain. Additionally, two so-called “negative rapport” techniques were 
included in the Rapport and Relationship Building subsection – adopting a non-friendly stance and 
misrepresenting yourself – though they are among the rarest employed techniques.  
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Table 1: 10 Most and Least Frequently Employed Interrogation Techniques 

Top 10 Mean Bottom 10 Mean 
Meet basic needs (RR) 4.47 Bargain (Coll) 2.40 
Show kindness (RR) 4.29 Accuse being someone else (PE) 2.38 
Build a bond (RR) 4.25 Non-friendly stance (RR) 2.29 
Be patient (RR) 4.12 Threaten detainee (CC) 2.27 
Specific position (CM) 4.03 Silence (CC) 2.18 
Show concern (Coll) 4.00 Rapid fire (CC) 2.09 
ID Contradictions (PE) 3.98 View other detainees (CM) 2.05 
Common ground (RR) 3.93 Insult detainee (CC) 2.02 
Self-interest (EM) 3.93 Overhear other detainees (CM) 1.81 
Confront w/o insulting (RR) 3.85 Misrepresent self (RR) 1.59 

RR = Rapport & Relationship Building; EM = Emotion Manipulation; CM = Context Manipulation; Coll= 
Collaboration; CC = Confrontation & Competition; PE = Presentation of Evidence 

A mean rating of domain usage was created by summing the individual frequency responses and dividing 
by the number of items within the domain: Rapport and Relationship Building (mean = 3.81), Emotion 
Manipulation (3.24), Collaboration (3.13), Presentation of Evidence (3.01), Context Manipulation (2.98), 
and Confrontation and Competition (2.68). The most and least frequently used domain scales track the 
results presented above on the individual techniques, with the rapport-based scale being reported with the 
greatest frequency and the control- or fear-based scale the least. To test whether or not these mean 
differences were statistically different from one another, paired samples t-tests were used. All paired 
domain scales were significantly different from one another with the exception of Presentation of 
Evidence and Context Manipulation. 

Because the sample consisted of active and retired, civilian and military interrogators, independent 
sample t-tests were also conducted to examine differences on the domain scales’ frequency of use. First, 
active interrogators were significantly less likely to use (or have used) techniques from the Rapport and 
Relationship Building (p < .05), Context Manipulation (p < .01), and Collaboration domains (p < .01) 
than retired ones. Second, despite a perception that military and civilian interrogators use distinct 
approaches, we found only one significant difference between them: military interrogators were less 
likely to report using Rapport and Relationship Building (p < .05) than civilian interrogators.3 

Interrogation Outcomes by Domain. The next aspect of the survey was to gauge perceptions of the 
effectiveness of the domains by the four stated outcomes, or goals, of an interrogation. Respondents rated 
the level of effectiveness for each domain by outcome on a scale of 1 = very ineffective to 5 = very 
effective. Table 2 below is a matrix of the mean scores, and comparisons can be made either by domain 
(across rows) or outcome (down columns). 

Table 2: Effectiveness of Interrogation Domains by Outcomes Matrix 

 
Intelligence 
Gathering Confession Tactical Strategic 

Rapport & Relationship Building 4.65 4.45 4.05 4.48 
Emotion Manipulation 4.03 4.09 3.95 4.02 
Context Manipulation 3.87 3.94 3.88 3.84 
Confrontation and Competition 3.25 3.49 3.48 3.26 
Collaboration 4.05 3.86 3.8 3.95 
Presentation of Evidence 3.87 4.15 3.9 3.89 
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In absolute figures, the Rapport and Relationship Building domain is considered most effective across 
each of the domains, and this domain is most effective when the outcome is intelligence gathering. Paired 
samples t-tests revealed that the Rapport and Relationship Building technique is significantly more likely 
to be used than the other domains for the intelligence gathering, obtaining a confession, and strategic 
interrogation outcomes. For tactical interrogations, Rapport and Relationship Building is significantly 
more likely to be employed over the Confrontation and Competition and Collaboration domains, but not 
the other three. 

Three Vignettes. Thus far, questions about the interrogation techniques lacked context. To manipulate the 
various conditions under which interrogations can be set, we created three vignettes and asked the 
interrogators to choose which individual techniques they would employ in each scenario after the Direct 
Approach had been exhausted. Respondents could choose as many techniques as they felt appropriate. 

We note here that there were no significant differences between active and retired interrogators in the 
sample on any of the domain measures presented below. When comparing civilian versus military 
interrogators, only one (of 45 comparisons) significant difference emerged: military interrogators were 
more likely than civilian to employ the Confrontation and Collaboration domain in Vignette 1 (p < .05). 

Figure 1 presents the proportion of techniques used within each domain, indicating greater reliance on 
some domains over others. First we examine the domains within vignette. 

Figure 1: Interrogation Vignettes 

 

The first vignette centered on a 27 year old Pakistani male suspected of being a financier for al Qaeda and 
believed to have intelligence about sources of funding for the terrorist organization. Although he had been 
generally cooperative with his interrogators, he continued to deny involvement with al Qaeda and was 
considered a high value detainee. The blue bars indicate that the Rapport and Relationship Building 
domain would be used, by a substantial margin, over any of the other technique domains. Indeed, pairwise 
comparisons reveal that the Rapport and Relationship Building domain was significantly more likely to 
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be chosen by the respondents than any others (all comparisons p < .001). The Confrontation and 
Competition domain, on the other hand, was the least likely to be employed. 

The detainee of Vignette 2 (red bars) was a 20 year old Caucasian American male who was apprehended 
while reentering the United States after traveling to the Afghanistan/Pakistan border region. He is known 
to have posted his sympathies for the Taliban and al Qaeda on English-speaking radial Islamist websites, 
and is suspected of participating in a terrorist training camp. When he was apprehended, documents 
detailing instructions for manufacturing homemade explosives were found on his person. He was 
uncooperative and at times belligerent with the guard force and his previous interrogators, and he, too, 
was considered to be a high value detainee. Although the Rapport and Relationship Building domain was 
again the most employed domain, it was not significantly more likely than the Presentation of Evidence 
domain. As was the case in Vignette 1, techniques in the Confrontation and Competition domain were 
significantly less likely to be chosen by the interrogators. 

Lastly, Vignette 3 (green bars) examined the interrogation scenario of a low value, Iraqi woman, believed 
to possess tactical intelligence on the whereabouts of her two sons who eluded capture during a raid of her 
home. Her sons were suspected of manufacturing IEDs, and although she was initially supportive of the 
U.S-led effort to overthrow Saddam’s regime, sectarian violence resulted in the murder of her husband 
and youngest son. This resulted in increasing hostility toward the United States, and she was 
uncooperative and combative with interrogators. The Rapport and Relationship Building and 
Collaboration domains were statistically equal, though they were each significantly more likely to be 
chosen by interrogators than the other domains. 

The preceding analyses examined the within-vignette differences on the use of the six domains, and the 
next step was to examine the differences in each domain between the vignettes. The analysis now relates 
to whether each domain was employed more in one vignette than the others. Again, paired samples t-tests 
were used to analyze these comparisons. In the within-vignette analysis, the Rapport and Relationship 
Building was the most prominent domain in each of the three vignettes, though between-vignette analysis 
reveals that it was significantly more likely to be employed in Vignette 1 than the other two. There was no 
statistical difference between Vignettes 2 and 3. For the Emotion Manipulation domain, the only 
significant pairwise comparison was between Vignettes 1 and 2, with interrogators using this domain 
more with the American detainee than with the Pakistani. Next, interrogators were significantly more 
likely to use the Context Manipulation domain in Vignettes 1 and 2, as compared to 3. The Confrontation 
and Competition domain yielded a unique pattern of results in that a significantly greater proportion of 
these harsher techniques (29%) were used in Vignette 2 as compared to Vignettes 1 or 3 (22% versus 
19%, respectively). In the Collaboration domain, the only significant difference was between Vignettes 2 
and 3, where these techniques were more likely to be used with the Iraqi woman than the American male. 
Finally, each of the pairwise comparisons on the Presentation of Evidence domain was statistically 
significant. Comparisons of individual techniques can be found in the Appendix, Figures 1A and 2A. 

Interrogation Domain Effectiveness by Detainee Characteristics. As part of the survey we listed 13 
detainee characteristics and asked respondents to select which characteristics for each of the six domains 
would be “very effective.” We asked about four relational status characteristics between the interrogator 
and detainee: culture (similar/dissimilar), gender (same/different), language (same/different), and age 
(similar/older/younger). Because the respondent was not forced to choose which characteristic would be 
more effective, the figures could sum to more than 100%. The results are the percentage of respondents 
who selected that characteristic. 

With few exceptions, a greater percentage of interrogators reported that all domains were very effective 
with detainees who are similar to themselves on the relational status characteristics. For instance, 
comparing within detainee characteristic, Rapport and Relationship Building had the highest percentage 
reporting to be very effective across eight of the nine status characteristics (the detainee was younger 
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being the exception). When compared within the status pair or triplet, a different picture emerged. 
Interrogators reported at a much higher rate that Rapport and Relationship Building was very effective 
with a detainee from a similar culture as opposed to a different one (76% versus 52%), who was the same 
gender (60% versus 47%), who spoke the same language (74% versus 43%), and who was approximately 
the same age as opposed to older or younger (67% versus 51% and 60%, respectively). The small number 
of exceptions is found in the age comparisons, but this pattern of results where interrogators feel that the 
domains were very effective for those detainees similar to themselves is striking. It thus begs the 
question: What tactics, if any, are perceived to be very effective by interrogators when the detainee is not 
like themselves? 

Although the survey concentrated heavily on interrogation techniques, several other interrogation-related 
topics we covered are briefly reviewed: ideal interrogator characteristics; planning and preparation; 
deception detection; training emphases and effectiveness; and recording, debriefing and analysis. 

Ideal Interrogator Characteristics. We surveyed the interrogators on whether they believed certain 
interrogator attributes would affect the success of interrogation. Respondents rated each attribute on a 
three-point scale (1 = decrease the likelihood of success, 2 = no effect on the likelihood of success, 3 = 
increase the likelihood of success) (Table 3). The respondents believed that interrogations are most likely 
to be successful if the interrogator adapts to the conditions in the interrogation room, is sensitive to the 
culture and religion of the detainee, is intelligent, is able to establish control, and is able to demonstrate 
impartiality.  These results have implications for the future recruitment of interrogators. 

Table 3: Interrogator Attributes that Increase Success 

Adapts to room conditions 96% Fluent in language  77% Similar ethnic background 61% 
Sensitive to culture 94% Friendly 76% Neat Appearance 59% 
Intelligent 93% Older than 25  75% Older than detainee  55% 
Able to Establish Control 88% More than 2yrs experience 75% Dominant physical presence 49% 
Demonstrate Impartiality 81% Older than detainee 69% Male 46% 
 
Planning & Preparation. Interrogators were asked 13 questions about how they prepared for an 
interrogation, rated on a five-point Likert scale (1 = not at all important to 5 = extremely important). A 
table with the full results is in the Appendix, Table 2A. The preparation technique that was considered 
most important by the interrogators was “Knowing as much as possible about the individual to be 
interrogated” (mean = 4.86) whereas the least important was “Conferring with your superiors” (mean = 
3.53). In general, significant differences between active versus retired interrogators and civilian versus 
military did not emerge.  

Deception Detection. 10 items on the use of deception detection techniques were posed to the 
interrogators, scored on a scale of 1 = never to 5 = always; the full complement of scores is in the 
Appendix, Table 3A. The two deception detection techniques most often used were “You observe and 
interpret non-verbal behaviors of the detainee such as posture, slouching, avoided eye contact, etc” (mean 
= 4.55) and “You listen for and interpret linguistic cues and speech” (mean = 4.38). These techniques, it 
should be noted, have been largely found to be unreliable in detecting deception (e.g., Bond & DePaulo, 
2006; Vrij, 2008). At the other end of the scale, the techniques least likely to be employed were cognitive 
awareness techniques, such as asking the detainee to tell his side of the story in reverse order (mean = 
3.27). These techniques, on the other hand, have been demonstrated to increase an interrogator’s ability to 
detect deception (Vrij, Granhag, Mann, & Leal, 2011). In general, significant differences between active 
and retired or civilian and military interrogators did not emerge. 

Training Emphases and Effectiveness. After introducing the six interrogation technique domains, we 
asked how such techniques were emphasized in their past training experiences and the degree to which 
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they were effectively trained. Two additional items were included: maintaining overt control of the 
detainee and interrogation at all times and deception detection. The items for both emphases and 
effectiveness were scored on a five-point scale (1 = strongly disagree to 5 = strongly agree), and the full 
table of results is in the Appendix, Table 4A. Overall, interrogators reported that Rapport and 
Relationship Building was emphasized most and that their training was most effective in this domain. 
Although there were no differences in these measures for active versus retired agents, military 
interrogators were more likely to state that their training emphasized maintaining overt control (p < .01), 
Emotion Manipulation (p < .05), and deception detection (p < .05) than their civilian counterparts. 
Likewise, military interrogators were significantly more likely to perceive that their training was effective 
for maintaining overt control and on techniques within the Emotion Manipulation domain (p’s < .05). 

Recording Interrogations. In the final section of the survey, we asked respondents about their practices 
and beliefs with regard to electronic recording. The results indicated that 33% videotape and 23% audio 
record interrogations. Though only a minority electronically recorded interrogations, this practice was 
generally believed to be useful (Table 4). The four most important uses for electronic recording were 
believed to be help with future training, analysis, deception detection, and prosecution. Although 
electronic recording was believed to be somewhat useful for all of the purposes, it is important to note 
that the mean usefulness for future training was significantly higher than any of the others, with the 
exception of analysis. 

Table 4: Mean Importance of Electronic Recording 
 

Future training 4.42 Strategic decision-making 3.80 
Analysis 4.40 Debriefing with supervisors 3.67 
Deception detection 4.17 Tactical decision-making 3.61 
Prosecution 4.04 Scale: 1 = not at all useful, 5 = extremely useful 

 
Implications 

The results of the survey contribute to knowledge of what interrogation tactics, techniques, and 
procedures are used and perceived to be effective by operators. Indeed, the finding of few significant 
differences between civilian and military interrogators supports the generalizability of not only our 
results, but also the argument that these seemingly disparate operators in actuality use very similar 
techniques. From the results presented in this report, we draw two main conclusions. First, relationship 
and rapport-based techniques were overwhelmingly favored by the participants in our sample. Whether it 
was simply the frequency of use, their relation to interrogation outcomes, detainee characteristics, or in 
the hypothetical interrogation vignettes, rapport-based techniques emerged as the dominant approach to 
interrogation. Many interrogators expressed the importance of establishing respect. For example, a 61-
year-old, active law enforcement agent provided the following: “If the subject, John Jones is a skid row 
bum who hasn't had a bath in a month, I begin by calling him ‘Mr. Jones.’ I'll be the only guy in years 
who has… If the subject is John Jones, MD, the eminent neurosurgeon, I call him John - not 
disrespectfully, I just let him know he's in my house and we both put on our drawers the same way.”	  
Overall, we did not find that employing harsh or control-based interrogation techniques is perceived to be 
an effective and/or necessary method for interrogators, interviewers, human intelligence collectors, or law 
enforcement personnel to obtain accurate and timely information. 

This is not to say that rapport-based techniques are the only ones used by interrogators. A second 
conclusion that can be drawn is that the selection of which techniques or domains is dependent upon the 
context of the interrogation session. Several survey participants stated in open-form fields within the 
survey, that the techniques employed depended heavily on the situation. For example, a 32-year-old 
active Army interrogator stated, “It [interrogation effectiveness] depends on four things: the detainee, the 
location, the specific time, and the interrogator.” For the most part, our results confirmed these 
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statements, such as the differences found between the three interrogation vignettes. The results from this 
section clearly indicate that different scenarios call for different interrogation styles (though we 
emphasize that differences by interrogator did not emerge). Whereas a tactical interrogation of a detainee 
who merely possesses critical information is brought along with rapport and an appeal to a sense of 
cooperation, a belligerent and potentially violent detainee is met with an escalation in the style of our 
Confrontation and Competition techniques. This may be a plainly obvious outcome to an operator in the 
field, but to a wider audience, these results are evidence of a well-trained and professional interrogation 
community. In addition, they demonstrate that even heavily dependent situations can be studied 
methodically and empirically. 

Initial support exists indicating that rapport-based interrogation techniques can be more effective in 
gathering information than control-based ones (e.g., Meissner, Redlich, Brandon, & Bhatt, 2011). It is 
thus promising that we found interrogators utilize these types of techniques more frequently than others. 
However, our results also indicated that some evidence-based practices have not been implemented or 
internalized by interrogators. Most notable were findings related to credibility assessment; interrogators 
report using detecting deception techniques that have been found ineffective like linguistic cues and other 
physical, anxiety-based “tells” (e.g., Vrij, 2008). Further, cognitive awareness techniques, which show 
great promise to accurately detect deception, are used less often by interrogators. There appears, then, to 
be some disconnect between the implementation of evidence-based practices on credibility assessment. 
This is but one example of how our survey findings can help identify where improvements or adjustments 
can be made in training programs and in actual HUMINT gathering.  

No study is without limitations, and the major limitation in this study relates to the potential for sample 
bias. Our results may reflect the fact that interrogators who participated in and/or completed the survey 
were simply predisposed to employing certain techniques over others. For example, interrogators who 
routinely employ more control-based techniques may have opted to not participate in the survey. Social 
desirability may be another source of bias. It is possible the interrogators in our sample were responding 
to questions in a way that they thought their superiors, the researchers, policymakers, or society at large 
would expect them to. However, although we found rapport-based techniques to be employed a 
significant and substantial amount of time, at other times, we found harsher techniques to be used 
significantly more often. If social desirability were, in fact, a major problem, we would expect that use of 
such techniques would not be used at all, or at least they would be randomly distributed relative to all 
other techniques under all circumstances. This was not the case.  

The results of this survey are neither prescriptive nor proscriptive in nature. The findings cannot 
determine the relative efficacy among the techniques, nor was the survey designed to accomplish such a 
task. What the survey and results have accomplished, however, is to establish a benchmark of our 
understanding of what American human intelligence operators do. This basic understanding has clear 
implications for continued research into the science of interrogation, as well as the potential for improving 
actual practice, analysis, and the training of future interrogators. Looking forward, experimental and field 
researchers can draw on these results to design studies around what techniques interrogators are currently 
using and/or perceive to be effective and not on those that were less frequently reported here. This is 
perhaps the ultimate goal of the HIG research team: to develop a feedback loop in which practice informs 
research, which in turn produces improves HUMINT practices, which are then refined through research 
and so on. 



10	  
	  

 

Footnotes 

1. Recognizing that interrogators from distinct backgrounds and agencies use differing terminology, we 
included the following statements at the beginning of our survey:   

“Our main focus is on interrogation as opposed to an interview. We use both the terms ‘interrogation’ and 
‘intelligence gathering.’ We also use the term ‘technique’ when referring to specific interrogation methods that may 
also be referred to as an ‘approach,’ a ‘strategy,’ or even a “tactic, technique, or procedure (TTP).” We understand 
that certain terms mean different things to different people. In addition, we use the word “detainee” when referring 
to the person being interrogated. And, for brevity and ease, we use male pronouns to describe detainees in general.”  
 
In this report, we also use these terms interchangeably. 
 
2. We defined the Direct Approach as asking direct questions (e.g., a combination of closed- and open-
ended, avoiding the use of leading questions, and not seeking to orchestrate a “theme” designed to 
purposely render the detainee more cooperative). 
 
3. This is with NCIS categorized as civilian. When NCIS is considered military, the difference is not 
significant. 
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Appendix 

Frequency of Interrogation Techniques 

Table 1A: Frequency of all 66 Interrogation Techniques 

Techniques 1-17 Mean Techniques 18-34 Mean Techniques 35-
51 Mean Techniques 52-66 Mean 

Meet basic needs 
(RR) 4.47 Lifeline (EM) 3.57 Flatter (EM) 3.05 Hopelessness (CC) 2.60 

Show Kindness (RR) 4.29 Identities in 
Common (RR) 3.56 Repeat questions 

(CC) 3.01 Disparage Info 
(CC) 2.56 

Build a bond (RR) 4.25 High stress (EM) 3.50 Fear up (EM) 3.00 Misconstrue words 
(CC) 2.54 

Be Patient (RR) 4.12 Cooperation (Coll) 3.49 Maximization 
(EM) 2.99 Mutt & Jeff (CC) 2.52 

Specific place (CM) 4.03 Time of day (CM) 3.40 Appear similar 
(CC) 2.97 Challenge values 

(CC) 2.50 

Show Concern (Coll) 4.00 Fear down (EM) 3.35 Photos/Witness 
Statements PE 2.91 Frustration (CC) 2.49 

ID Contradictions 
(PE) 3.98 Accuse (PE) 3.29 Appeal/religion 

(EM) 2.88 Bargain (Coll) 2.40 

Find Common 
Ground (RR) 3.93 Appeal/negative 

feelings (EM) 3.28 Bluff (PE) 2.83 Accuse false ID 
(PE) 2.38 

Appeal/Self-interest 
(EM) 3.93 Use deception (CC) 3.28 Formal to neutral 

(CM) 2.82 Non-friendly (RR) 2.29 

Confront w/o 
Insulting (RR) 3.85 Emphasize 

authority (CC) 3.27 Offer special 
rewards (Coll) 2.81 Threaten (CC) 2.27 

Offer Genuine 
Concern (EM) 3.83 Give detainee more 

control (EM) 3.26 Do not allow 
denials (CC) 2.80 Silence (CC) 2.18 

Intangible Rewards 
(Coll) 3.75 Minimization (EM) 3.20 We Know All 

(PE) 2.75 Rapid Fire (CC) 2.09 

Capture Shock (EM) 3.70 Obscure fate (CC) 3.16 Friendly touch 
(RR) 2.73 View other 

detainees (CM) 2.05 

Small room (CM) 3.66 Act as student 
(EM) 3.12 Offer basic 

rewards (Coll) 2.72 Insult (EM) 2.02 

Actual evidence (PM) 3.63 Manipulate 
physical space (PE) 3.12 Neutral to formal 

(CM) 2.67 Overhear others 
(CM) 1.81 

Appeal/conscience 
(EM) 3.60 Special relationship 

(Coll) 3.11 Polygraph (PE) 2.65 Misrepresent self 
(RR) 1.59 

Moral rationalizations 
(EM) 3.59 Isolate detainee 

(CM) 3.10 False evidence 
(PE) 2.61   

RR = Rapport & Relationship Building; EM = Emotion Manipulation; CM = Context Manipulation; Coll= 
Collaboration; CC = Confrontation & Competition; PE = Presentation of Evidence 

Interrogation Domains: Reliability. As described in the “Approach” section, the individual interrogation 
techniques were sorted based on a priori assumptions of their commonalities in order to reduce the 
number of items in subsequent sections of the survey. Post hoc reliability tests of each domain were 
performed to determine empirically how the techniques related to one another according to the 
interrogators’ responses to the frequency of use. The results indicate that, for the most part, we captured 
the domains reasonably well, though they are not orthogonal (and were never intended to be perfectly 



13	  
	  

unrelated). The Cronbach’s Alphas lend support to our use of Kleinman’s (2010) categories of 
interrogation techniques and our inclusion of techniques beyond the Army Field Manual approaches.  

The reliability score for the Rapport and Relationship Building domain with all items including the 
“negative rapport” techniques described above was .683. Removing those two items, however, the alpha 
increased to .799, a strong indication that the remaining nine items are related. For the Emotion 
Manipulation domain, the Cronbach’s Alpha was moderately strong at .681, and removing any of the 
constituent items from the scale would increase the reliability by less than one-hundredth of a point. The 
Context Manipulation domain had the weakest of all six reliability scores at .501. We suspect the reason 
for this relatively weak reliability is that there may be additional contextual items that interrogators 
consider. Next, the Confrontation and Competition domain had a strong reliability of .780. The 
Collaboration domain was relatively less strong, at .627, though this could possibly be explained by the 
close association between these items and those of the Rapport and Relationship Building domain. 
Finally, the Presentation of Evidence domain was .712, though it increased to .759 when the item 
referring to the use of polygraph evidence was removed.  

Interrogation Vignettes: Individual Techniques Between-Vignette Comparisons. To look further into the 
between-vignette comparisons, we decomposed the domains into their constituent techniques and 
performed additional paired samples t-tests to determine which specific techniques were most likely to be 
used. The numbers presented here represent the percentage of interrogators in the survey who indicated 
that they would use the specific technique. The results for these comparisons are presented in Figures 1A 
and 2A below. 

Figure 1A: Between-Vignette Comparisons of Individual Techniques 

 

For each of the seven techniques in the figure above, all pairwise comparisons were statistically 
significant. In other words, the first technique, to show kindness and respect to the detainee, was most 
likely to be used with the Iraqi woman, and it was more likely to be used with the Pakistani than the 
American. Although the most coercive techniques included in our survey were, on average, far less likely 
to be used in any of the vignettes, Figure 2A demonstrates that the context matters when choosing which 
interrogation techniques to employ. For the nine techniques below, the reported use of each was 
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significantly greater in the context of Vignette 2 than in the other two vignettes. There are several possible 
explanations for why interrogators would be more likely to use coercive tactics against the American 
detainee. First, it could be that he was described as being “belligerent” in the vignette, and this 
belligerence was met with slight elevation in the use of harsher tactics. Similarly, this detainee was the 
only one of the three who was suspected of planning actual violent attacks, as opposed to simply 
possessing useful intelligence. Another possible explanation is that since nearly all of our survey 
respondents were Americans themselves, they felt justified in their use of coercive techniques against a 
perceived traitor. 

Figure 2A: Between Vignette Comparison of Coercive 
Techniques

 
Planning & Preparation  
 

Table 2A: Interrogation Planning & Preparation  
Techniques 1-7 Mean Techniques 8-13 Mean 

Know the detainee 4.86 Learn religion of detainee 4.12 
Determine strategies 4.65 Learn about country of detainee 4.11 
Learn culture of detainee 4.64 Confer with analyst 4.08 
Impact of culture 4.63 Check emotion level 3.98 
Confer with interpreter 4.57 Check bias level 3.96 
Learn customs of detainee 4.46 Confer with superiors 3.53 
Confer with other interrogators 4.24 Scale: 1 = Not at all important to 5 = Extremely Important 
 
Deception Detection 

Table 3A: Deception Detection 

Techniques 1-7 Mean Techniques 8-13 Mean 
Non-verbal behaviors 4.55 Have detainee go into detail 4.06 
Linguistic cues & speech 4.38 Ask for timeline 4.06 
Eagerness to please 4.24 Confront with facts 3.81 
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Paralinguistic cues 4.18 Ask certain questions 3.56 
Repeat questions 4.13 Cognitive awareness techniques 3.27 
Scale: 1 = Never to 5 = Always 

 

Training Emphases and Effectiveness 

Table 4A: Training Emphases & Effectiveness 

 Emphasis Effectiveness 
Maintain overt control 4.08 4.19 
Rapport & Relationship Building 4.51 4.41 
Emotion Manipulation 3.99 3.84 
Context Manipulation 3.67 3.67 
Confrontation 3.40 3.88 
Collaboration 3.26 3.38 
Presentation of Evidence 3.20 3.32 
Deception Detection 3.69 3.97 

 Scale: 1 = Strongly disagree to 5 = Strongly agree 

 


