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Chapter 6 - Interviewing Witnesses
“Witness” is a general term referring to those persons who may be connected, even remotely, with the mishap.

Witnesses can provide valuable information, but if the interview is improperly handled, the information may be lost, contaminated, or incorrectly presented.  Witnesses’ statements and physical evidence go hand-in-hand in determining the cause of a mishap.  Each may complement or clarify each other.  The evidence obtained from witnesses should be as complete and detailed as possible.  It should NOT be confined solely to the moment of the mishap and the subsequent events, but should cover all individuals who may have knowledge of events preceding the mishap that may have any bearing on it. E.g. Squadron mates, family members may know about personal stress that may have affected the performance of the crew, controller, or maintenance personnel involved in the mishap.  Witnesses include surviving aircrew, aircrew in the flight, maintenance, servicers, schedulers, ground or air controllers.  Background witnesses include family friends and squadron mates.  Recognized experts in a given field who provide technical data, theory, expert opinions and postulations are also witnesses.  E.g.  AF Institute of Pathology, Life Support Consultant, Aviation Psychologist, Crew Resource Management Expert,  Situation Awareness Expert, etc.

 Purpose of Interviewing.  Three basic objectives:  


a.  Find out what the witness knows


b.  Establish a preliminary suspect area


c.  Complement other phases of the investigation

Interview Philosophy.  Interview is a cooperative meeting for one-way transfer of information where the interviewee is allowed to relate observations without interruptions or intimidation.  Interrogation implies formal authoritative questioning to get information at any cost.  Naturally the preferred method is using the interview.  

Interviews should be accomplished as soon as possible after the mishap.  Long delays between observations and relating the observations or between the mishap and relating personal knowledge about the individual are conducive to inaccuracies.  Again the information elicited help with this investigation and may help save lives and equipment in the future.

Identifying Potential Witnesses Following a Mishap 

Timeliness – As soon as possible since information depends on recall and perception which change with the passage of time.

Proximity – Participants need to be interviewed as soon as practical, considering their physical condition. Make note of any medications the witness may have taken before the interview.  Maintenance or service personnel of the mishap aircraft are interviewed and toxicological specimens are taken, if required. Air traffic facilities along the route of flight need to be notified to impound their tapes for analysis.  On duty controllers may also need to be interviewed. 


Observers include spectators who may have seen the mishap must be taken immediately before they talk among themselves. Other flight crews in the vicinity may have also seen important information.  Other observers may have been miles from the impact point, so check the ground track for other witnesses.  Local police and the news media may also help in finding eyewitnesses.


Family will be a matter of routine witnesses that the mishap board members will want to interview.  Usually this is left to the SIB flight surgeon and aviation psychologist consultant.  Other board members will not have the same skills to conduct these interviews and should be discouraged from conducting them especially if there were fatalities in the mishap.

Privileged Communication.  In Safety Investigation Boards, witnesses may be given privileged communication.  For aircraft, space, missile and nuclear mishaps, the individual supplying the statement should be advised the investigation is being conducted solely for mishap prevention purposes within the Air Force.  Advise them further their statement will not be disseminated outside the Air Force or used as evidence in disciplinary actions or adverse administrative actions such as flying evaluation boards, determining line of duty status, pecuniary liability, or elimination from the US Air Force (see AFI 91-204, Fig.2.3. Sample Privileged Witness Statement).

Documenting Witness Statements.  Key participants or key witnesses are usually documented with a verbatim transcript (recorded and transcribed).  All others (background, spouse, observers, expert) witness statements are usually summarized.  The witness testimony (either written or oral) in the proceedings for the safety investigation will NOT be made under oath.

Interview Kits.  Suggested items include a tape recorder with counter, extra tapes and batteries, AC adapter, witness statement forms, model aircraft, steno notebook, pens, tissues, spouse or friend interview guide (AFPAM 91-211 - USAF Guide to Aviation Safety Investigation, 23 July 2001,Attachment 6 - Spouse/Friend Interview Guide), clipboard, notes of topics to be explored with each particular witness, and phone/beeper off.

Recording Interviews.  Opinions vary, but the normally most interviews are recorded on audiotape.  Some boards have even videotaped interviews, but that has been rare, there is an intimidating factor with videotaping.  Videotapes are common of simulations reenacting the mishap.  You, as a mishap investigator, will typically interview one-on-one and record your interview on audiotape.  You typically will not transcribe verbatim your interviews, but summarize them in your TAB.  Ask permission to tape the interview and record the permission statement on tape along with the statement of purpose (AFI 91-204 Fig. 2.6. see below).  To ease your recording, use a standard cassette recorder with an electret clip-on microphone (has its own battery).  Check your equipment every time before using.

Medical/ Human Factors History Taking.  The information should be obtained from the survivor(s), spouse, close friends and unit members early in the mishap to minimize rumors.  Some of the topics will include:

physical condition
motor skills

fatigue


duty-day habits

dietary practice

sleep habits

activity levels

recreation


medication use

tobacco use 

alcohol use

physical illnesses

family relationships
learning habits

behavioral changes
mood changes

emotions

job stresses

off job stresses

error history

training errors

misperceptions

attention problems
legal infractions

personality 

lifestyle


temperament



caffeine use

physical condition
allergies

diseases



Any comments on personality characteristics must be interpreted guardedly because of obvious bias.  Personality patterns may be helpful in explaining causes, are usually related to behavior (habits), mood changes or emotional reactions to events.  Compartmentalization is a normal coping mechanism, but may break down when overtaxed.


Unit members may address general environmental, supervisory, equipment, and attitude issues through an anonymous survey.  A sample unit survey is available (AFPAM 91-211 Attachment 7).  Unit surveys are easily contaminated.  HQ USAF Safety Agency, Life Sciences (DSN 246-0836) maintains a research aviation psychologist to assist in these and other matters.

Interview Locations.  Interviews are preferably conducted in an office where there are minimal disturbances (noise, interruptions, not in your own office).  Family members may feel more comfortable being interviewed at home and may wish to have a trusted friend with them.  This is permissible and may require tact and diplomacy if the friend attempts to protect the witness.

Interviews have been conducted at the Safety Boards offices, private homes but also in aircraft cockpits, in the crash site, even in an airport terminal with the widow about to catch a plane home.

Lessons Learned.  When fatalities are involved, there are some normal reactions displayed by the interviewees.  Some will not speak ill of the dead, some will get very emotional and others will not display expected emotions.  Interviewing widows and widowers are among the toughest interviews you may be called on to do.  Be sensitive and tactful in your inquiring about personal matters (marital problems, finances, family problems, alcohol use, etc.).  Again go from general to specific:

“Tell me about Jim’s/Jan’s interest in flying.”

“What were her/his likes and dislikes about flying?”

“Had he/she been experiencing any new or increased stresses lately?”

“Everyone has worries, what kind of worries did she/he have lately?”

“Tell me about his/her drinking habits.”

Be professional and use your resources network of consultants.

AFI 91-204 Figure 2.6.  (Added) Interview Privilege Witness Statement.

“You are hearby advised that, as a witness to this investigation, your testimony will be used solely for mishap prevention purposes.  Your statement will not be made available to anyone other than Air Force officials responsible for the assembly and approval of this investigation’s report.  The only exceptions to this would be to act on an allegation of false testimony or investigative misconduct, or to comply with a valid court order on behalf of a defendant in a criminal trial.  Your statement may not be used as evidence by the Government in punitive actions or adverse administrative action, such as a Flying Evaluation Board, a determination of line of duty status or pecuniary liability, or elimination from military service.”

Transcripts of complete interviews must contain this advisory.  In cases where witness testimony is summarized by the interviewer, it must be clear that the witness was advised of an understood this advisory.

