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Effective interview and interrogation 
skills are essential for private investiga-
tors (PIs) seeking to uncover the truth, 
whether for corporate investigations, 
insurance fraud cases, or personal mat-
ters. While law enforcement techniques 
are traditionally used in criminal inves-
tigations, many can be adapted for the 
private sector to ensure ethical and 
legally sound fact-finding. This article 
explores key techniques—including the 
Reid Technique, cognitive interview-
ing, and strategic rapport-building—to 
help private investigators elicit truthful 
information while adhering to ethical 
and legal standards.

Adapting Law Enforcement 
Techniques for the Private Sector
In the world of private investigations, 
verifying truth and uncovering possible 
deception is both an art and a science. 
Private investigators rely on interviews 

and interrogations to extract critical 
information when working on corpo-
rate fraud, insurance claims, infidelity 
investigations, or personal disputes. 
But unlike law enforcement, PIs operate 
without the power of arrest or subpoena, 
making their ability to elicit honest, vol-
untary disclosures all the more vital. 
The challenge lies in adapting proven 
investigative techniques—such as the 
Reid Technique, cognitive interview-
ing, and strategic rapport-building—to 
a setting where cooperation is often vol-
untary, and legal boundaries must be 
carefully navigated.

This article explores how private inves-
tigators can ethically and effectively 
apply these methods to gather reliable 
information while maintaining profes-
sionalism and integrity. By mastering 
these techniques, PIs can improve their 
investigative outcomes, enhance cred-

ibility, and ensure their findings with-
stand legal scrutiny.

The Reid Technique: 
Controversial but Effective
Developed in the 1940s, the Reid Tech- 
nique remains a widely used method 
in law enforcement. It follows a struc-
tured nine-step approach that involves 
behavioral analysis, psychological per-
suasion, and structured questioning. 
While some aspects of the technique 
have been criticized for their poten- 
tial to elicit false confessions, private 
investigators can apply its core prin- 
ciples responsibly:

 
1. Behavior Analysis Interview (BAI): 
This involves observing verbal and 
nonverbal cues to assess truthful-
ness. It involves evaluating eye con-
tact, body language, hesitation in 

Interview and Interrogation 
Techniques for Private Investigators

by Jody O’Guinn, CEO/Founder of Calabash Investigative Consultants, LLC

page 36

“By mastering these techniques, PIs can improve their investigative outcomes, 
enhance credibility, and ensure their findings withstand legal scrutiny.” 
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responses, and inconsistencies in 
subject statements.
2. Theme Development: Presenting 
a narrative that allows the subject to 
rationalize their actions. For exam-
ple, in a fraud case, an investigator 
might suggest that financial strug-
gles led to poor decision-making ra- 
ther than malicious intent.
3. Minimization & Maximization: 
Using persuasion techniques to en- 
courage admissions of wrongdoing 
by either downplaying the severity 
of the act or emphasizing the poten-
tial consequences.
4. Alternative Questions: Providing 
two options—both implying guilt—to 
guide the subject toward a confes-
sion, such as asking if they made a 
mistake under pressure or deliber-
ately committed the act.

For private investigators, the ethical 
adaptation of the Reid Technique is  
crucial. It should be used to encourage 
honest disclosure rather than coer-
cion, ensuring that admissions hold  
up under scrutiny in civil or corporate 
cases. Given its controversial nature, 
PIs must be cautious to avoid leading 
questions or using pressure tactics that 
could result in unreliable statements.

Cognitive Interviewing: 
Unlocking Memory and Detail
Unlike the Reid Technique, which fo- 
cuses on confrontation, cognitive inter-
viewing aims to enhance memory re- 
call without leading the subject. This 
method is particularly useful for wit-
ness interviews and insurance fraud 
investigations. Key components include:

 
• Context Reinstatement: Encour- 
aging the interviewee to mentally 
reconstruct the environment where 
the event took place. This might in- 
volve asking them to visualize spe-
cific details, such as weather condi-
tions or background noises.
• Change Perspective: Asking the 
subject to describe the event from 
different viewpoints, such as what 
another person in the scene might 
have seen.

“Cognitive interviewing is particularly effective because it aligns with 
how memory works, retrieving stored information without distortion.”

• Reverse Order Recall: Having 
the interviewee recount events in 
reverse order to expose inconsis-
tencies in deceptive accounts. For 
example, a suspect who fabricates  
a story may struggle to recall de- 
tails backward.
• Open-Ended Questions: Using 
broad questions to allow for free 
recall without suggestive influence. 
Instead of asking, “Did you see a 
blue car?” a PI might ask, “Can you 
describe the vehicles you saw?”

Cognitive interviewing is particularly 
effective because it aligns with how 
memory works, retrieving stored infor-
mation without distortion. Private in- 
vestigators using this method can ob- 
tain more reliable testimony from sub-
jects while reducing the likelihood of 
memory contamination.

Rapport-Building Strategies for 
Private Investigators
Building rapport is a cornerstone of  
successful interviews. Whether dealing 
with a reluctant witness or a potential  
suspect, private investigators can ben-
efit from techniques that establish trust 
and encourage cooperation:

• Mirroring & Matching: Subtly 
mimicking the subject’s body lan-
guage and speech patterns to create 
subconscious rapport.
• Empathy & Active Listening: De- 
monstrating understanding and val-
idating emotions to lower psycholog- 
ical barriers. A phrase like, “I under-
stand why this situation is difficult for 
you,” can help relax an interviewee.
• Strategic Silence: Allowing pauses 
to encourage the interviewee to fill in 
the gaps with additional information.
• Incentivized Cooperation: Fra- 
ming the benefits of honesty, such as 
mitigating consequences or aiding 
an important cause.

• Storytelling & Common Ground: 
Sharing relevant anecdotes or expe-
riences with a subject to create a 
sense of shared understanding.

These rapport-building techniques can  
be particularly useful in corporate in-
vestigations where cooperation is of- 
ten voluntary. The ability to build trust 
quickly can lead to more candid re-
sponses and greater success in gather-
ing accurate information.

Ethical and Legal Boundaries
Unlike law enforcement, PIs do not 
have the authority to detain or compel 
testimony. Thus, ethical adherence is 
paramount. Best practices include:

• Avoiding Deceptive Tactics: Mis- 
representation or coercion can lead 
to legal consequences and unreliable 
statements. PIs should never pres-
ent themselves as law enforcement 
or use intimidation.
• Ensuring Voluntary Participation: 
Subjects should never feel forced 
to provide information. A well-con- 
ducted interview should feel like a 
conversation rather than the subject 
feeling like it is an interrogation.
• Documenting Interviews Accu- 
rately: Maintaining detailed notes 
and recordings (where legally per-
missible) helps protect the integrity 
of the investigation and provides  
evidence of proper procedures.
• Understanding Legal Constraints: 
Different jurisdictions have vary-
ing laws regarding private investiga- 
tions, including privacy rights and 
permissible questioning techniques. 
PIs must familiarize themselves with 
laws to avoid ethical breaches.

 
Case Studies: Applying Techniques 
in Real-World Scenarios
To illustrate these techniques consider
the following hypothetical case studies:
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cern. By fostering trust, the claimant 
inadvertently contradicts their ear- 
lier statement, leading to evidence  
of fraud.

Case Study 3: Corporate Espionage
A private investigator is hired to 
investigate a data breach within a 
tech company. During interviews 
with employees, the private inves-
tigator applies the Reid Technique 
responsibly, carefully watching for 
behavioral cues that could indicate 
deception while avoiding coercion. 
Through strategic questioning, an 
employee admits to sharing sensi- 
tive information under pressure from 
a competitor.

Conclusion
Adapting law enforcement techniques 
for the private sector requires balanc-

Case Study 1: 
Workplace Theft Investigation
A private investigator is hired to 
determine the source of the miss-
ing inventory at a retail company. 
Using cognitive interviewing, the 
PI interviews employees, asking 
them to recall unusual activity 
near the stockroom. One employee 
remembers seeing a colleague act-
ing suspiciously but had initially 
dismissed it as unimportant. This 
key detail leads to identifying the 
party responsible.

Case Study 2: Insurance Fraud
An insurance company hired a pri-
vate investigator to investigate a 
suspicious injury claim. The inves-
tigator interviews the claimant us- 
ing rapport-building techniques, em- 
phasizing understanding and con- 

ing effectiveness and ethical considera- 
tions. By leveraging structured meth-
ods such as the Reid Technique (with 
caution), cognitive interviewing, and 
rapport-building strategies, PIs can en- 
hance their ability to elicit truthful in- 
formation while maintaining profes- 
sional integrity. Additionally, under-
standing legal boundaries and ethical 
standards ensures that investigative 
findings hold up under scrutiny. 

As the profession of private investi-
gation continues to evolve, mastering 
these interview and interrogation tech-
niques will be essential for uncover-
ing the truth in a manner that is both 
legally sound and ethically responsi-
ble. The ability to navigate human psy-
chology, memory, and trust-building 
will remain a cornerstone of successful 
investigative work.  
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