INTERVIEWING

AvLicE J. WEBBER *

AN arrEMPT to discuss interviewing always roises
the immedinte (uestion whether one person can
tell another how to interview, It should be ob-
vious that this is not possible. All one enn do is
give a few useful hints on points that may be
helpful, in the hope that cnch person will then
work out his own method. Interviewing is an
art, which one learns only by doing. A knowledge
of ecrtain psychological principles, however, should
be helpful and make the job easicr. The thing
to remember is that you will inevitably improve
ns you continue to talk to people.

When we are working on a busy job we often
lose track of what it is we are really doing. If we
know what we are doing it is much casier to
develop n way of doingit.  We are concerned here
with a program which provides benefits for aged
retired workers and their dependents and survivors.
It is about people and for people. Its purpose is
to meet. their needs. I am going to discuss the
people you are interviewing, and yourselves, since
any interview obviously involves not only the
person who is giving the information but also the
person who is trying to get the information.
While you are of course interested in thinking of
the widow, the wage enrncr, or whoever has come
in to talk 1o you, you must also learn to think of
someone else—yourself and what you are bringing
to this joint effort.

1 am going to make two authoritative state-
ments about people.  You may not believe them
immediately. DBut 1 should like to ask you to
question them, test them on yourselves, and—if
they appear to have any validity-—see how they
ean bo helpful in getting facts from people with
whom you must talk.

People always do what they want to do.  Under
no circumstances whatever do they do anything
clse. This statemont expresses an iden with
which people usually take strong issue. 1t scems
amusing if not quite ridiculous.  You will think,
“I never have o chanco to do the things I want
to do.” And yet [ still say that within the given
setting in which he finds himself each of us docs
the thing he wants to do.  Suppose, for example,

*Tureau of Iublio Asslstance, Field Ddivision, Dnsed on tralving dls-
cusslans in Neld oMees of the Bureau of Qld-Age and Survivors Insurance.

Bulletin, April 1940

that you were walking on a dark street and o
robber with o gun jumped out and eaid to you,
“Your money or your life.”” Kven in such a
situation you have two courses of behavior—you
can hand ovor your purse or you can refuse to do
8o. Tho price of refusal moy be your life, but
you do have a choice.

In this limited sense, that is, within the limite of
possibilitics of behavior, we must renlize, pcople
do what thoy want to do. Almost never do we
have a wide variety of choice, nor can we olways
understand why we select one course of action s
against another. It will be very usoful to keep this
iden firmly in mind. Wo will sce subsequently
what it has to do with interviewing people in
order to fill out forms in connection with their
application for benefits.

The sccond statement is that we always do
whatever we do becouso of our feclings. These
feclings are frequently opposed o our intelligence
or our brain—the organ wo use, for example, to
do arithmetic problems. Life would bo simple if
ench of us did what seemed to him the right thing
to do, Most people have fairly good brains and
should be able to fipure out what they ought to do.
But why do they not moro frequently do it?
Most of us have had the experience of thinking to
ourselves, “ What a stupid thing I did this morn-
ing; quite scnscless; I don't know why I did it.”
The reason you did whatever you did was tied up
with something we may understand and define to
oursclves as feclings or emotions. These feelings
renlly govern our conduct, even though we cannot
always understand them nor are wo always aware
of them.

Let me try to give you a simple illutration of
what I mean. Suppose you are on an ocenn-
going liner and see an iceberg, moving along in
the water. You sce a towering mass of ice which
appears (o be floating elong; what you do not see
is that it is actually steered by the part of itself
which is under the water line, Eighty percent of
the iccberg is under water, and all you can sce is
about twenty percent; yet the whole course of
the iceberg’s progress is determined by the part
you cannot see.  In the same way, an individual’s
course of action in whatever situation he finds
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himself is determined by his feclings, most of thom
buried under the “water line” of consciousness.
They are there, however, and we are all motivated
by these buried feslings,

I stress these two points because I beliove wo
must recognize thom before we can loarn to got
people to give us facts, Of course many people
will come into our offices, give whatever inferma-
tion is necded, and depart fairly quickly. Itis to
the fow who cannot do this that we noed to give
thought. Interviewing these more diflicult fow
will be time-consuming indoed, unless the intor-
viewing is done efliciently. Understanding how
weo can bost adapt our methods to meet individual
poculinrities should help us get our job done more
expeditiously, and also—and this may be ovon
moro important—more sympathetically.

The Effect of Emotion

1f we can accept the fact that people are acti-
vated by their emotions, we must realizo that
feclings of discomfort of any sort often prevent
people from thinking clearly. Lot us take a
common oxamplo of the effect of foeling on thought.
Suppose you are to take a written examination
and know your subjoct well. Let us also suppose
that you are, novertheless, “nervous’’ and upsct
gt the idea of an oxamination and fear you mnay
fail. You may got into such a state of discomfort
or norvousness that you are really unabloe to an-
swer the quostions. This is not a rare occurrence,

It is of course obvious that wo must have clear
thinking if we are to got the necessary application
forms filled out carefully and accurately. Wrong
answers double the work to be done. The purpose
back of cur method of interviewing, therefore, is to
got peoplo to want to give us necessary infornin-
tion and to have them able to give corroct infor-
mation.

If you ean think of the emotions I have talked
of as getting in the way of thought, I think you
will understand what your job is in interviewing.
Think of the feelings as a barrier strotched across
a street down which you wish to walk—a barrier
which prevents your going any further. You will
havo to remove it before you can procced; and
in the samoe way you will have to remove the un-
comfortable feelings which prevent people from
giving the required information.

I have stressed tho effect of uncomfortable
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feelings—perhaps overstressed it, you may think—
becauso, as time goes on, more and more people
will bo coming into our offices who have particular
reason to be upset. You will havo to interview
women who have recently lost husbands, children
who have lost parents, and aged peoplo who have
recently lost johs because they were considered too
old to work. None of us really likes to grow old;
and in spite of the fact that our program bencfits
the aged former wago carner, the day he applies
for insurance benefits may be painful for him,

How is one to recognize discomfort easily? Ilow
does ono know when people aro upset? Actually,
wo seo such situntions every day but [ril to notico
or understand them. One of thoe functions of g
trained interviewer is to pay trained attention to
what ia before his eyes, noticing everything and
understanding what he sees,

The thing wo sce oftenest is “nervousness.”
IEach of us has a notion of what is meant by that
term. If wo tried to describe it, we would ench
say something different; bat we would all have
in our minds a picture of the person who fidgets,
who walks around when he should be sitting still,
who moves his hands and feet, who has difliculty
in talking. Actually, all sorts of behavior are
described by this general term. [t is something
you will learn to wateh for and be aware of.

Another symptom-—all these kinds of diflicult
behavior are merely symptoms of emotional dis-
comfort-—is anger. IGach of us must have had the
experience of talking to someone who comes into
the office showing irritability or anger which
appear to be inappropriate to the occasion. Tle
may speak loudly, may bluster, and in general
be very rude.  You undoubtedly wonder what you
have done Lo cccasion such an outburst. You
must realize that you have done nothing to ocea-
sion it and that it really has nothing to do with
you,

People will act this way merely beeause they
are in o new situntion which makes them uncom-
fortable and even really frightened.  Onee you are
aware that behavior of this sort is merely evidence
of reaction to a diffieult situation and can train
yourself not to respond to irritability with irrita-
bility, you will soon be able to get these individuals
to fecl at case s0 that they will no longer need to
exhibit anger.  Thus you will be able to cut down
the time in which it will be possible for such
individuals to make a different response.  Con-
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gidor for a minuto what a visit to a Government,
office may mean—and all offices to which our ap-
plicants must apply for benefits are “the Govern-
ment” to thoe persona applying, It is not an
uncommeon thing for people to be somewhat fear-
ful of the “Government,” and sueh a visit moy
be a really frightening experienee, particularly for
persons who have come from foreign countries.

Many of the aged, too, have certnin physical
disabilitics which cnuse them to show great irri-
tability when they are doing something to which
they are not accustomed.  Applying, no matter
for what benefit it may be, is not always casy.
The applicant may not fully understand his rights
and may expeet to meet difficulties, It is your
job to mnke such persons feel that this is not at
all 2 hard thing to do.

When you begin to talk to applicants, you must
remember too that you will have to get them to
tell you about things which may be painful to
them. Mo o woman who has just lost her husband
and i worried about what will happen to her and
to her children, discussion of his death must be
anticipated as painful.  You must be prepared to
meet tears and, in many instances, an inability to
tell you the story which you need to know. If
there has been trouble in the family, it will be
hard to talk about it.

Let us tako ono example from the application
form which will have to be filled in by widows
who are applying for insurance bonefits. One of
the questions (and there are many others equally
delicata) is: “IHas your husband beon required by
court order to support you?” Woe have to ask
this question because the answer may bo perti-
nent; but we must romember that it is a very
personal question, as are all the other questions
in the same group. Thoy all relate to the most
intimate relationships of life—the things that
overy ono of us would (ind diflieult to tullk nbout
to strangers. ‘They are questions that you would
not dream of asking your most intimate friend;
your friend might discuss her {roubles with you,
but you could never ask such quesiions. Because
overy question on the form in this group relates to
matters about which wo all have deop {eelings, wo
must expect people to bo upset when they are
discussed; and wo must learn how wo ean talk
about them. I assuro you that anyone can dis-
cuss anything if he knows how to do it.

So mueh for tho people that aro to be inter-
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viewed; let us now talk a little about the inter-
viowers.  Wo too are people and we have foolings;
and it is ontirely natural to foel anger whon we
are troated rudely, especially when there soems
to bo no reason for such treatment. When we
are interviewing, howover, we must learn that,
sinco tho things that are said to us have nothing
to do with us as individuals, any intrusion of
personal feeling is a great waste of timo and
makes our own job harder, We will soon censo
to respond emotionally in such situations.

Sinee we are human, wo are all subject to proj-
udices, no matter how tolerant wo like to think
ourselves, or how well informed or broadminded.
Usually, the particular prejudice rolates to somo
intimate relationship of life. As you talk to
people, you are going to learn many things about
them. These aro not about impersonal matters;
thoy are intenscly personal. When anyone dis-
cusses with you a person as important to him as
Lhusband, wife, child, father, or mothor, attitudes
may be shown with which your disagreement is so
atrong as to constitute a projudice on your part.
You have n right to feel as you wish about thoese
matters, but you have no right to allow your
feelings to affeet your conversation. I mention
this point beeause our feclings are usually shown
imunediately, in our face, manner, or voice. If
the porson to whom you are speaking feels that
you are no longer sympathetic to him, lhe will
immediately stop talking. The quality of feeling
i8 as contagious as any geri, and if we show our
own fecling we are going to prevent oursclves from
getting on with our job.

This does not mean that we should boe with-
drawt and impersonal when we talk with appli-
cants. In fact, we must attempt to cultivate a
sympathetic manner. You will soon learn to rec-
ognize subjocts of convorsation which will be
embarrassing for you to discuss, and you will learn
to guard agninst embarrassment, You wil be sur-
prised to discover how soon this fecling will dis-
appear. Actually, the roporting of facts is our
wholo concern, if we can learn to distinguish what
facts are.

Minimum Essentials for Good Interviewing

Sinco complote attention to the poerson you are
talking to is nocessary, what woe might think of as
“trained attontion’ is very important. Inability
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to pay attention may result from fatigue and tho
tensions which affect the interviewer in thoe routine
of & busy office. If wo have a big job planned for
the afternoon, a lot of work piled up on our desk,
and perhnps a personal appointment which re-
quires us to leave the office promptly, it is oasy to
sec how nll these pressures may serve to distract
us when wo aro talking to people. We may find
that we cannot remember important information
the applicant has given us. To ask him to repeat
what he has just said is embarrassing. 1t is true
that the conditions under which we must carry
on our work are often beyond our control. Wo
ean, however, when we sit down to talk, make an
effort to clear our minds of everything that may
distract from the business in hand. If you will do
this deliberately, you will find that it will shorten
the time you will need to get {ncts.

The mention of sitting down to talk brings us
to an important point—the setting for the inter-
vicw. The daily business of issuing account num-
bers can be handled in your offices satisfactorily
as people lean on the counter. I fecl quite sure
that an attcmpt to get personal information from
people in this fashion will not be so successful.
I doubt very much whether people will talk inti-
mately, leaning on their elbows in o large room.
Some consideration, therefore, must be given to
the question of privacy. Obviously, we cannot
&ll have private offices; but if the iden of quioct and
privacy is accepted, some arrnngement of offices
can be madoe to achieve these conditions. Tho
public-assistance offices have had this problem
in the past, and with & minimum of expense they
have been able to arrange for private interviewing
by careful planning. Files may be arranged to
make a sort of alcove where two chairs may be
placed, desks may be scparated, and other work-
able arrangements ean be made.

Allowing sufficient time for interviews is another
point to consider. With the pressurc on all our
offices, it seems rather absurd to mention having
enough timo for anything. In the end, however,
planning for sufficient time will prove the most
efficient way of handling applications. One use-
ful method is the appointment system. 1f soine
initial separation of people is made at the counter,
it will frequently be found that some people can
coine in another day for & regular appointment to
talkk things over, and the officc will know just
what hours to leave for this particular job,

14

The Interview Itself

Sufficient time, trained attontion, and privacy
appear to me to be minimum essentials for good
interviewing. 'They are, however, tho background
rather than the actual process of interviewing,
I intend to say little about the actual process be-
cause, as I said before, I do not belicve anyone
can tell another how to do a job of this kind,
Howover, lot us look at the application forms
which must be filled out, You will notice that
you aro required to got what is apparently simple
factual information. It is, howover, for from
simple. After many of the questions the form
says, answer ‘‘Yos” or “No.” We could attempt
to get the information by simply reading off the
questions and asking people to answer them, A
few people would, of course, be able to give you
the right answers. For reasons which 1 have
tried to point out, howevor, others will not be ablo
to dosc. When people come into our oflices, they
are prepared and ready to tntk about jobs or any-
thing which in their minds relates to insurance;
they have paid in tax money, and they expect to
discuss things that relate to that payment. They
do not expect, and will frequently resent, discus-
sion of what they belisve to be personal informa-
tion. You must be prepared to have people say
to you, as they have said in some of our field
offices, “What business is that of yours, young
man?”  You will have to learn to recognize the
people who can answer questions exactly and the
others who will have to havo help.

Ono way to get u correct picture of the situation
i3 to let them tell you their own stories in their
own way. You will then be able to seleet for
them the answers to the questions with some
certainty that tho facts are more or less correct.,
In other words, you will have to get more than
“yes' or “no’” answers.  If you hiave heard people
testify in court you know the technique of the
questioning lawyer who says to the withess,
“Giive me an answer to this question, yes or na’’
We know that his intention is to limit conversa-
tion; he does not wish the witness to tell any more
than he las indicated. Another lawyer who
really wishes to bring out the facts of the case will
sny to the witness, “Will you please tell us the
story in your own way?"’ It is execedingly diffi-
cult to learn real facts by o “yes” or “no’ method.
1t is like attempting to show everything in binck
or white, when gray may be the reality. Letting
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tho applicant tell his story in his own way may
appear to take longer, but it is actually more
efliciont, and we approach tho truth more readily
this way.

Strangely enough, it is not an easy thing to do,
It requires a “listening attitude’-—complote and
close attention, with the interviewer always
ready to encourage the spenker to elaborate any
given point whicli would scem to clarify o needed
fact. The interviewer must really bo in control
of the interview, ready at any time to draw the
speaker back tactfully to the point if he should
tend to wander too far afield. You may find
yourself suddenly eager to talk, even when you
have a plan elearly in mind to let the applicant
toil his story. 'This is a common experience in
interviewing, nnd it is something to wateh for and
to control. It is well to realize that tho most
naturnl method, however, and the one which
makes the interviewer feel most comfortnble, is
the ono which should be selected,  Each person
must work ouf, theso details for himself.

Encouragement of the applicant’s talking and
sympathy for the story he tells are essontinl atti-
tudes for the interviewer. It may not be neces-
sary to say muech. Your feelings may be ex-
pressed by your tone of voiee, facinl expression,
and general nttention.  Sueh encouragement suc-
ceeds in making people feel {ree to go on with their
story. We may have to explain in the beginning
the kinds of questions we are going to nsk or the
kind of information we may wish to have. If timo
is tnken to explain why n question is asked, there
is usually no difliculty in getting the answer that is
required. A few explanatory words are often help-
ful—a preface to your remarks, as “I am sorry 1
am going to have to ask you such a personal ques-
tion but I need to know—-""  1f the applicant can
understand the requirements and the necessity
for his replies, and if he is put at eass by your
manner, attention, and sympathetic interest, you
will have littie difliculty in getting information,

It is frequently possible to tell by the way they
sit whether people are sufficiently comfortable to
talk freely. Try to observe people carefully.
You have undoubtedly noticed people, in situa-
tions which nre strange to them, sitting perched
on the edgoe of a chair, with a foot so balanced that
they are ready to jump up at n moment’s notice.
If you ean get your applicants to sit back in their
chnirs, moderately relaxed, you will know that
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they may be ready to talk to you. It is not diffi-
cult to train oneself to watch for these little evi-
dences of greater case.

You must consider, too, if you have beon suce
cossful in getting people to talk freely, how to got
them to stop tatking. The grenter your success in
tho earlier part of the interview, the more difliculty
you may have in terminating it. One siniple way
is to got up politely, possibly while you are still
listening. Colleeting your papers may be another
helpful way of bringing to their attontion the fact
that their time isup. It will be easy for you to find
romo manner to show people politely that the
interview is over. I mention this point beeausoe
you will have to be the ono to do it. Peoplo rarely
have tho chnnee to tell their stories to attentive,
sympathotic listeners, and they are usually roady
to ron on at length unless interrupted.

Sumrmary

I should like, in summary, to stress once again
that people do what they wish to do and that their
emotions contro! their bohavior. Weo shall have,
therofore, to persuade people to wish to talk to us
and give us nccessary inforination, even whon what
they arc doing is for their own benefit.

Sympathy is our greatest tool in achieving these
results. The interview may be thought of as divid-
ing itself into three parts: the introduction; the
body—which is faet-finding; and tho eonclusion.
A little time taken in the introductory part of the
interviow may savoe tiine in gotting facts, You
will wish firet of ali to attempt to remove any
uncomfortablo feelings people may show—such as
fear, indignation, or anxiety, It is useful to takea
fow minutes to tell the applicant why you need to
nsk certain questions or need certain information,
Our object is to get tho applicant calm and com-
fortable, which is frequently achieved by a rons-
suring manner. lTaving suecceded in this offort,
it is usually better to have the applicant tell his
atory in his own way. It may be necessary at the
end of the intorview for us to terninato it tectfully.

In closing, T should like to give two notes of
warning which I ain suro are really unnccessary.
It is important to guard against an attitude which
in its worst phase we might call patronage. Wo
all enjoy the fecling of giving something to some-
ono, I know it is unnecessary to remnind you that
this typoe of enjoyment is out of place in our
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offices. Wo aroe all ongaged in assisting peaple to
got their rights, and an attitude that smacks at
all of the “Lady Bountiful’”” is most unwarranted.
We are only instrumonts through which insurance
benefits come. Any othor attitude will merely
succeed in making it more diificult for us to got
information.

The other point I would like to stress is the
confidential nature of the storics which are told
us. Wo are all familiar with Regulation No. 1,
and nono of us would intend to violate it. The
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surest way not to do this inadvertently is never to
montion anywhere the stories, no matter how
interesting, which are heard in the office, 1t is
surprising how casily such stories aro identified,
evon in large cities. As time goes on, you will be
s0 used to the stories that you won't even remem-
ber them. Wo must remember at all times, how-
aver, that we have a right to hear such personal
faets about people only beeauso it happens to ba
our job to help them get the benefits to which they
are entitled.
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