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Initial Account
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Hints and tips 

To establish rapport during a first account, you should try to personalise the process and engage the witness. You should:
· introduce yourself and treat the witness as an individual.
· help the witness feel as safe and relaxed as possible, for example by asking some brief neutral questions.
· try to interact meaningfully with the witness, making it feel like a two-way conversation rather than asking a list of predetermined questions.
· try to communicate empathy.
· explain to the witness what you would like from them, to make the experience less intimidating.
Be aware of your non-verbal behaviour during the initial account. Try to:
· respect the witness’ personal space.
· avoid speaking to the witness face-to-face which can feel confrontational – a ten-to-two position may encourage more positive conversation.
· be as calm and relaxed as possible yourself, to encourage similar behaviour from the witness.

Responsive questioning style
Hints and tips 
Statements from individual officers:
1. 'I would start by asking what has happened and keeping questions open. If the person goes off on their own story at length, then I would adapt the questioning to regain focus. The call log gives an idea of what the incident is about, which helps to probe and narrow things down to be more precise and figure out if there is an offence.'
2. 'My opening question is very open and will be based on what I know already. For example, "I know you contacted the police earlier – tell me why?" I will then record what is said and may ask more direct questions to get the detail that I need at that time in order to conduct fast-track actions and highlight the best way forward.'
3. 'In fast-moving dynamic events, I may well have to ask direct closed questions in order to elicit specific information, for example if we should be in pursuit of offenders, or specific details.'
Hints and tips 
You should encourage the witness to provide an account in their own words by using non-specific prompts like:
· 'Did anything else happen?'
· 'Is there more you can tell me?'
· 'Can you put it another way to help me understand better?'

[image: 15 TED Questions for Customer Service – With Examples]An open-ended question, for example one which begins with                                                                  'tell me', 'explain' or 'describe', is the best kind of question for                                                            gaining good-quality information. It allows the witness to give                                                                   an unrestricted answer, which enables them to control the flow                                                                  of information. This questioning style also reduces the likelihood                                                               of you inadvertently influencing the witness’ account.

Leading and Non-Leading Questioning
Hints and tips 
Active listening, to let the witness know you have heard them, can be done by repeating back to the witness what they have just communicated, taking care not to inadvertently approve or disapprove of the information just given.
Examples of good non-verbal feedback:
· Stay silent during pauses or make simple sounds (not words) to encourage the witness to continue.
· Avoid giving feedback the witness could interpret as approval or disapproval of what they are saying. For example, saying 'Right' might appear to indicate approval, or 'Really?' might suggest doubt. Instead, you could thank the witness for their efforts in general, before or after (not during) questioning.
· Try not to express surprise at information the witness has given as this could be taken as a sign that the information is incorrect.





Allowing uncertainty - Not pushing for an answer
Hints and tips 
Explain to the witness that if you ask a question they do not understand, or one they do not know the answer to, they should say so – it is acceptable to say 'I don’t know' or 'I don’t understand'.
Hints and tips 
One practitioner indicated that, when taking an initial account from a child, they would tell them it’s OK if they don’t remember. They felt this would help to reassure them during the initial account process.
Needs Assessment
Examples of needs that could be recorded and their implications:
Need/vulnerability recorded:
· Intimidated.
· Learning difficulties.
· Age (very young / elderly).
· Gender (including where a person identifies as trans, non-binary or any other gender identity and/or has expressed a preference for a particular form of address or pronouns).
· Difficulties with expressive communication.
· Difficulties in understanding (including language barriers).
· Physical disability.
· Whether they can read and / or write.
· Dementia.
· Vulnerable because of living near offender.
Considerations for now
· Are they able to provide an account?
· Are they able to understand?
· Do they need special questioning now?
· Are they able to read back the account and sign it (you may need to read it out to them if they cannot read)?
· Do I need to consult a family member (eg, dementia / capacity issues)?
· Does the gender of the officer need to be considered when deciding on deployment?
· Can I deal with this (designated powers, eg, PCSO or training)?


Implications for later
· Will they be able to provide a written statement?
· Will they need an ABE interview?
· Will they need an appropriate adult / interview supporter / intermediary / interpreter (including sign language)?
· Will they need special questioning?
· Will they be able to read and sign a statement?
· Might capacity need to be assessed?
· Do preferred pronouns or forms of address need to be flagged to maintain consistency in any future contact?

Communicating with Vulnerable Witnesses
Hints and tips 
When taking initial details from a person who has difficulty in understanding, for example, a child or vulnerable adult, consider adapting your questioning style.
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· Ask one question at a time and allow the person enough time to finish before asking another. Each question should be simple, focusing on one point.
· Use straightforward words and concepts the witness is likely to understand – avoid abstract words, double negatives and jargon.
· Check the witness understands what has been asked, by asking them to explain back to you what they understand by the question. Just asking 'do you understand' might prompt them to say yes even if they do not understand – for example to please you (if they think it is the answer you are looking for), or as a guess.





Approaches to Reluctant Witnesses
'Try to find out why. Encourage them. Demonstrate patience. If needs be, try to obtain the information required via another party. For example, they may have already told the call taker all the information that I need at this stage.'
'I give them my business card and let them know I am interested in what they have to say. I let them know their information could prove valuable to the outcome of the incident/case. I also let them know I can see them when and where they prefer if it makes them more comfortable.'
'Advise how you can help and encourage the witness. "What you are reporting is against the law. You have done the right thing." Don’t promise what you can’t do. Keep your voice soothing, encouraging, slowly ask them about what prompted them to ring. Talk about something else or yourself, as I find the witness will often talk about the offence if you throw in little questions.'
If the witness does not like the police?
'Be conscious not to be overbearing. You cannot force someone to be a witness. Remind them that they must have had a reason to call, that they wanted help and that you are now here to try and help.'
'If it involves a family member, remind them they are helping their family as oppose to the police, and that they can help bring someone to justice.'
'Ask yourself if there is another way of getting the information, for example, through a third party.'

If they are scared of repercussions?
'Be honest with them about the process they are entering and the fact that there are measures in place within the law to protect witnesses, but they do not always stop criminals from causing problems for the witness. But we would be here for them, should that happen.'
'Tell them about special measures which may be available and are designed to protect the witness. For example, using screens in court.'
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