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TRAUMA-INFORMED INTERVIEWING
FOR PRIVATE INVESTIGATORS

BY JODY O’GUINN, CEO AND PRINCIPAL INVESTIGATOR
CALABASH INVESTIGATIVE CONSULTANTS, LLC

nterviewing is the backbone of private in-

vestigation work.Whether the case involves

workplace harassment, discrimination, sexu-
al misconduct, domestic violence, catastroph-
ic injury, or civil litigation, the quality of an
investigator's interview can dictate the trajec-
tory of an entire case. Yet one of the most
overlooked skillsets in the private investiga-
tion profession is trauma-informed interview-
Ing, an approach that recognizes how trauma
affects memory, communication, behavion,
and emotional response. We can no longer
interview victims of extreme trauma with the
classic Joe Friday approach from Dragnet, the
mantra of “Just the facts.”

For many investigators, trauma-informed interviewing might
sound like a psychological specialty reserved for clinical profes-
sionals, victim-advocacy units, or law-enforcement Special Vic-
tims Unit (SVU) detectives. In reality, private investigators fre-
quently interact with individuals experiencing trauma, often
without the support systems or legal protections that come with
criminal-justice investigations. A complainant in a workplace sex-
ual-harassment investigation, for example, may be simultaneously
juggling job security concerns, fear of retaliation, embarrassment,
and the psychological effects of trauma-related stress. If the in-
vestigator does not understand how trauma manifests, they risk
unintentionally damaging rapport, contaminating memory, or
producing testimony that falls apart under legal scrutiny.

In civil investigations, the objective is not to extract a confes-
sion or pressure a narrative; it is to uncover accurate, usable infor-
mation. A trauma-informed approach strengthens that mission.

Understanding Trauma and Memory

Trauma fundamentally changes how the brain processes and
stores information. Research has repeatedly shown that traumatic
incidents are encoded differently in memory and are often frag-
mented, nonlinear, or sensory-based rather than chronological.
During a traumatic event, the brain prioritizes survival over orga-
nization, so victims may initially struggle to produce a coherent
timeline or recall certain details later as memory consolidates.

For investigators accustomed to linear storytelling, this can be
frustrating. However, assuming deception based on scattered recall
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is a critical mistake. Trauma-affected victims are not unreliable; they
simply recall traumatic events differently.

Statements such as: “I'm sorry, I'm trying to remember,” “Its all
mixed up,” or “I don't know why I remember that part but not oth-
ers,” are common and normal. Pushing aggressively for just the facts
in a sequential order early in the interview can inadvertently increase
stress, reduce cognitive clarity, and shut the witness down.

A trauma-informed interviewer recognizes that memory can be
accessed more effectively through open-ended, sensory-based, and
context-grounded questioning, rather than pressure or confrontation.

Rapport: The Foundation of a Trauma-Informed
Interview

Rapport in trauma cases is not about casual friendliness; it is
about creating psychological safety. When a person feels physical-
ly and emotionally safe, the brain shifts from a defensive state to a
receptive one, improving recall and communication.

Key strategies include:

* Explaining the process upfront. Let the interviewee know
what will happen, why you are asking questions, and how the
information will be used.

* Giving control where possible. Providing options to the in-
terviewee, such as when to take breaks, when to pause record-
ings, or how to arrange seating, helps reduce stress.

* Normalizing emotional reactions. Saying, “It’s okay if you
need a moment,” or “Many people struggle to discuss events
like this,” communicates empathy and respect rather than
judgment.

* Avoid surprise questions early. Begin with non-threatening,
non-accusatory, and open-ended questions before moving to
specifics.

Many investigators make the mistake of believing that building

rapport is wasted time. It’s not, it is an investigative investment that
yields clearer, legally prudent, and more accurate information.
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Avoiding Leading, Suggestive, or Contaminating

Questions

For private investigators, especially those transitioning from
law-enforcement backgrounds, interrogation-style questioning
can feel natural. However, civil investigations involving trau-
ma require a different mindset, one that those with a prior law
enforcement background might not be accustomed to. Posing
leading questions, forcing timelines, and adopting accusatory
tones can confuse memory, introduce false details, and irrepa-
rably damage both your credibility and your victim’s credibility.

When posing questions, instead of saying, “So, you're telling
me he grabbed you first, right?” you might consider asking,
“Tell me what happened next.” Instead of asking, “Are you sure
it wasn’t earlier in the evening?” you might consider asking,
“What makes you think it occurred around that time?”

The goal is not to force or shape a narrative; it is to allow
the witness to recall without influence. The courtroom conse-
quences of a contaminated interview can be devastating. De-
fense counsel will have laser focus on inconsistencies, which
may imply to a jury that the statement has been fabricated or
coached. A trauma-informed approach protects the truth and
the reputations of the victim and the investigator.

Cognitive Interviewing: A Compatible
Enhancement

One of the most effective tools in trauma-informed interview-
ing is the cognitive-interview model. The Cognitive Interviewing
Model is a research-based investigative interviewing technique
designed to improve the accuracy and quantity of information

recalled by victims and witnesses. It helps people mentally recre-
ate the context of an event, such as sights, sounds, emotions, and
surroundings, so memory retrieval is more accurate and complete.

Key strategies include reinstating the original context, recalling
events in different orders, changing perspectives, and encouraging
uninterrupted narrative recall. This method reduces leading ques-
tions, minimizes contamination of memory, and is especially ef-
fective when interviewing trauma-impacted individuals, enhanc-
ing both reliability and detail without unintentional coercion. It
minimizes pressure and maximizes recall by reinstating mental
context (“What could you hear, smell, or feel at that moment?”)
and by tapping into sensory memory through reverse-order story-
telling and uninterrupted narrative recall.

These tools work exceptionally well in trauma-impacted memo-
ry because they circumvent anxiety and access deeper information
pathways. Cognitive interviewing also aligns well with evidentiary
defensibility, as nothing is coerced or suggested.

Managing the Interview Environment

The interview environment can dramatically affect a trauma
survivor’s willingness to participate and ability to recall informa-
tion. Whenever possible, interviews should occur in a quiet, com-
fortable, neutral, and private setting. Seating should be arranged
to be non-confrontational, and recording procedures must be ex-
plained transparently. During the interview, investigators should
monitor the victim for:

* Body language that may indicate distress

* Signs of any rapid breathing or dissociation

* The need for breaks

* Any escalation of emotion or withdrawal
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The objective is not to push through distress but to support clar-
ity. A poorly managed environment can undermine the victim’s
willingness to continue just as easily as a hostile question.

Professional Neutrality Without Emotional
Detachment

Don’t worry, trauma-informed interviewing does not mean in-
vestigators need to become therapists. But it does mean investiga-
tors need to recognize that empathy improves information flow.
Professional neutrality allows the investigator to remain objective
while acknowledging the human reality of the moment.

Making a simple statement such as “Thank you for sharing that,
I know its difficult,” or “You're doing fine, take your time,” rein-
forces trust, demonstrates empathy, and helps keep communica-
tion open and flowing freely.

Why This Matters for Private Investigators

Civil investigations frequently escalate to litigation, corporate
accountability, media exposure, or government inquiry. If a PT’s
interview technique creates the appearance of bias, coercion, or
memory contamination, the entire investigation may collapse.
Conversely, a trauma-informed approach enhances credibility,
protects clients, and supports ethically sound investigative prac-
tices.

Attorneys increasingly expect trauma-aware interviewing, espe-
cially in cases involving discrimination, HR complaints, or vio-
lence. Agencies that adopt this method distinguish themselves as
progressive, professional, and defensible.

Private investigators who master trauma-informed interviewing

position themselves as experts, not interrogators, but skilled infor-
mation collectors capable of navigating the most sensitive cases.

Conclusion

Trauma-informed interviewing is more than a compassionate
approach; it is a strategic one. Understanding trauma response,
protecting witness dignity, and avoiding coercive or suggestive tac-
tics produce cleaner statements, more substantial evidence, and
greater legal defensibility. In a profession where reputations are
built on integrity and results, trauma-informed interviewing is not
optional; it is essential.

Private investigators have a responsibility not just to gather facts,
but to do so in a way that honors the people who trust us with
their stories. When done correctly, trauma-informed interviewing
strengthens investigations, elevates professional standards, and ul-
timately delivers unmistakable truch. PI

Jody O’Guinn is a retired police chief with 34 years
of law enforcement leadership, serving as Deputy
Chief in Alton and Chief of Police in Carbondale
and Freeman Spur, llinois. A veteran SWAT and
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key roles with the DEA and MEGSI narcotics
task forces. He is a certified Workplace Violence
Threat Specialist and an Active Shooter Response
Instructor. A graduate of the FBI National Academy
and LEEDS program at Quantico, he holds an MPA from Southern
Hlinois University. He pioneered the worlds first board-certified crypto-
currency forensic investigator course and now serves as the Director of Law
Enforcement Operations at Baker Group International.
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LIVE ZOOM ONE ON ONE TRAINING - APPROX. 4 HOURS
$300 First Investigator * $100 Each Additional

Call 978-815-4976, email rob@rcbandassociates.com, or visit masspi.net for more information.

Al ASSISTS INVESTIGATORS.
IT DOESN'T REPLACE THEM.
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