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ABSTRACT: 

Given the geo-political context of war, terrorism, human trafficking and organized crime, the pursuit 
of justice increasingly relies on effective interactions between individuals from diverse cultural 
backgrounds. Interviewers who fail to communicate effectively with interviewees from different 
cultural backgrounds to themselves risk derailing investigations, jeopardise the safety of potential 
victims, and compromise the delivery of justice. Building rapport constitutes a critical component of 
effective investigative interviewing and is associated with enhanced investigative outcomes (i.e., 
detailed and informative accounts). The main objective of the current research was to explore the 
perceptions of investigators, experienced in the conduct of cross-cultural interviews, with respect to 
building rapport in interviews with people from diverse cultural backgrounds.

We conducted 13 focus groups with a culturally diverse sample of investigative professionals to 
examine their perceptions of challenges and opportunities pertaining to building rapport in cross-
cultural interviews.

Given the exploratory nature of our research objective and the absence of prior research on this 
issue, we used a qualitative approach to reflect on key themes and sub-themes in our data. We 
extracted four key themes as underpinning approaches to building rapport in cross-cultural 
interviews: i) preparation; (ii) situational awareness (during the interview); (iii) relationship building 
through communication; and (iv) hierarchy in interviews.

CUST_RESEARCH_LIMITATIONS/IMPLICATIONS_(LIMIT_100_WORDS) :No data available.

These results highlight the value of cultural competence and benefits of cultural humility in the 
domain investigative interviewing.

CUST_SOCIAL_IMPLICATIONS_(LIMIT_100_WORDS) :No data available.

Understanding the challenges and opportunities for improved investigative interviewing in cross-
cultural contexts is crucial for both research, training, and practice going forward.
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RUNNING HEAD:  CROSS-CULTURAL INVESTIGATIVE INTERVIEWING

From an investigator's perspective: Challenges and opportunities in building 
and maintaining rapport in cross-cultural investigative interviewing contexts.
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Abstract

Purpose: Given the geo-political context of war, terrorism, human trafficking and 

organized crime, the pursuit of justice increasingly relies on effective interactions 

between individuals from diverse cultural backgrounds. Interviewers who fail to 

communicate effectively with interviewees from different cultural backgrounds to 

themselves risk derailing investigations, jeopardise the safety of potential victims, and 

compromise the delivery of justice. Building rapport constitutes a critical component 

of effective investigative interviewing and is associated with enhanced investigative 

outcomes (i.e., detailed and informative accounts). The main objective of the current 

research was to explore the perceptions of investigators, experienced in the conduct of 

cross-cultural interviews, with respect to building rapport in interviews with people 

from diverse cultural backgrounds. 

Method: We conducted 13 focus groups with a culturally diverse sample of 

investigative professionals to examine their perceptions of challenges and 

opportunities pertaining to building rapport in cross-cultural interviews. 

Findings: Given the exploratory nature of our research objective and the absence of 

prior research on this issue, we used a qualitative approach to reflect on key themes 

and sub-themes in our data. We extracted four key themes as underpinning 

approaches to building rapport in cross-cultural interviews: i) preparation; (ii) 

situational awareness (during the interview); (iii) relationship building through 

communication; and (iv) hierarchy in interviews. 

Practical implications: These results highlight the value of cultural competence and 

benefits of cultural humility in the domain investigative interviewing. 

Originality/Value: Understanding the challenges and opportunities for improved 

investigative interviewing in cross-cultural contexts is crucial for both research, 

training, and practice going forward.
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Introduction

The pursuit of justice increasingly relies on productive interactions between 

individuals from diverse cultural backgrounds. The investigation of complex, violent, 

and illegal activities across international borders, such as war, terrorism, human 

trafficking, and organized crime requires detailed and reliable evidence and 

intelligence. Similarly, domestic investigations take place in increasingly multi-

cultural contexts and rely on effective interviewing practice. Indeed, contemporary 

trends in migration (United Nations Population Division, 2018; World Migration 

Report, 2022) make it increasingly likely that investigators will interview victims, 

witnesses, suspects, and other informants from different cultural backgrounds to their 

own. Interviewers who fail to communicate appropriately or effectively with 

interviewees from different cultural backgrounds to themselves risk derailing the 

investigative process, jeopardising the safety of potential victims and compromising 

the delivery of justice. As yet, research on the role of culture in interviewer-

interviewee interactions in investigative contexts is in its infancy and has only 

focused on the issue in rather limited ways (see reviews by Hope et al., 2022; 

Anakwah et al., 2022; Vredeveldt et al., 2023). 

Building rapport with an interviewee constitutes a critical component of 

effective interviewing and is associated with enhanced investigative outcomes (i.e., 

detailed and informative accounts; Alison et al., 2014; Alison et al., 2020; Brimbal et 

al., 2021; Gabbert et al., 2021; Leahy-Harland & Bull, 2017; Walsh & Bull, 2012). As 

a complex and adaptive feature of human interaction contingent on building a bond or 

connection, it is plausible that rapport-building is impacted by the cultural 

background of interactants, and specifically, the variation in cultural orientation, or 

the extent to which interactants integrate culturally-prescribed norms for social 
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interactions. To date, however, only a small body of work has considered rapport in 

cross-cultural interviews (e.g., Matsumoto et al., 2023; Goodman-Delahunty & 

Howes, 2016) or examined the practical steps that investigators may need to consider 

in such contexts. Thus, the aim of the current research was to explore the ways in 

which a group of investigators, experienced in the conduct of investigative interviews 

with victims and witnesses from different cultural groups and who themselves come 

from a range of different cultural backgrounds, identify and respond to the challenges 

for building rapport in cross-cultural interviewing contexts.

What is rapport?

As an adaptive social skill, rapport helps us create bonds and form relationships 

with others. In the context of investigative interviewing, rapport has been variously 

defined as, "The bond or connection between an investigative interviewer and 

interviewee" (Vallano et al., 2015, p. 369), "A state of communicative alliance" (Abbe 

& Brandon, 2013, p. 238), and "A positive mood" (Ministry of Justice, 2022, p. 80). 

There is no consensus definition of rapport; indeed, recent work argues that rapport 

might be better described as a higher order concept relating to the quality of the 

interviewee-interviewer interaction with varying definitions emerging as a result of 

wider-ranging focus on different lower order attributes (e.g., by context; see 

Neequaye & MacGiolla, 2022). Nonetheless, it is clear that spontaneous rapport 

between two interacting people emerges at the relationship level and cannot be an 

activity or feature at the individual level alone. 

Tickle-Degnen and Rosenthal’s (1990) tripartite theoretical model of rapport 

remains the most influential in the literature, conceptualizing rapport as having three 

components: (i) mutual attentiveness; (ii) positivity; and, (iii) coordination. Mutual 

attentiveness might be described as focused cohesive interaction, involvement, and 
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mutual interest. Positivity is reflected in mutual friendliness, caring, and positive 

affect, and coordination can be characterized by balance, fluency of interaction, and 

shared understanding. While this model provides a broad theoretical framework for 

understanding the development of naturally emerging rapport in a social context, it is 

limited in the extent to which it can inform individuals how to build rapport in a 

professional setting where one individual is purposefully and as a feature of their role  

attempting to develop rapport with another, such as within an investigative interview 

– this is particularly so when the interaction may also be impacted by different 

cultural understandings, norms, and expectations. Although recent research suggests 

there may well be cultural similarities in rapport judgments across cultures 

(Matsumoto et al., 2023), it is unlikely that rapport behaviors located in one cultural 

context are universally effective in all others. Indeed, a prominent scale for measuring 

experience of rapport in forensic and intelligence interviews, the RS3i, includes a 

measure of ‘cultural similarity’ (Duke et al., 2018). However, while a recent 

systematic review of research on rapport in professional information gathering 

contexts (Gabbert et al., 2021) identified a number of behaviors typically deployed to 

build rapport, it was also noted that the majority of research is Western-centric and 

founded on theories and data almost entirely located in WEIRD (Western, educated, 

industrialized, rich democratic; Henrich et al., 2010) cultures and contexts. 

Culture and the Investigative Interviewing Context

Culture refers to a dynamic and complex set of shared systems, meanings, and 

practices within a social group, emerging from the histories and experience of that 

group and shaping social interactions and relationships at all levels from the 

individual to the wider society (see Wang, 2021). As such, cognitive processes (such 

as memory) and social processes (such as communication and language use) are 
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saturated in cultural contexts (Wang et al., 2021). Inevitably, so too are interactions 

between the interviewee and interviewer in investigative settings. 

To examine cultural differences in the outcomes of investigative interviews, 

recent work has begun to examine how reports of witnessed events differ between 

cultures. For example, using a mock witness paradigm, Anakwah et al. (2020) 

examined free recall reports for crime-relevant scenes provided by participants 

recruited in a Sub-Saharan African country (Ghana) and participants recruited in 

Northern Europe (UK and The Netherlands). Sampling from these diverse cultures 

was deliberate. The UK and The Netherlands both score high on individualism and 

low on power distance, two cultural dimensions originally identified in Hofstede’s 

work on the classification of national cultures (Hofstede, 1983; Hofstede, Hofstede, & 

Minkov, 2010)1, while the opposite pattern is true for Ghana where a more collectivist 

orientation prevails2. Participants were matched in terms of education level and 

experimental stimuli were generated to reflect both cultural contexts. Across several 

experiments, Ghanaian participants reported significantly fewer details about the 

crime scenes in their memory reports than UK or Dutch participants (see Anakwah, 

2021). Similarly, Hope et al. (2023) observed a similar pattern of under-reporting in 

mock witness accounts provided by participants drawn from a collectivist culture (see 

also Leal et al., 2018; Taylor et al., 2017). This reporting pattern aligns with research 

in the autobiographical memory research literature showing that individuals from 

individualistic cultures are more likely to provide elaborate, detailed memory reports, 

1 Hofstede’s individualism-collectivism index estimates the extent to which countries are 
individualistic and collectivistic in orientation. See https://www.hofstede-
insights.com/product/compare-countries/
2 The individualism-collectivism cultural dimension reflects the degree to which individuals in a 
society are integrated into social groups and embedded in social relationships (Hofstede, 1983). The 
power distance dimension reflects the extent to which members of a society expect and accept the 
unequal distribution of power, with regards to social status, wealth, rights and privileges, and respect.
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while those from more collectivist cultures may offer briefer, more general accounts 

(Ross & Wang, 2010; Wang, 2001; Wang, 2013).

While rapport was not explicitly manipulated in the research described above, 

there are several potential explanations for the observed differences that, indirectly at 

least, have implications for rapport and rapport-building in cross-cultural contexts. 

Researchers have long observed cultural differences in communication preferences 

(Hall, 1976). According to Hall’s (1976) theoretical framework, individualistic 

cultures tend to favor low context communication styles. Low context communication 

emphasizes explicit, direct, and content-oriented communication, where words 

convey precise meanings. In contrast, collectivistic cultures tend to favor high context 

communication. High context communication relies more on indirect communication, 

utilizing context to convey implied meanings through nonverbal or paraverbal 

features such as gestures or vocal tone (Ting-Toomey & Oetzel, 2001). These 

preferences are linked to self-construal (Markus and Kitayama (1991, 2010), with 

cultures valuing an independent self favoring direct communication, while those 

emphasizing an interdependent self and relational harmony tend to talk around points 

to reach compromises and maintain good relations (Gelfand et al., 2001; Lalwani et 

al., 2006). It is inevitable that different communication preferences have implications 

for interview dynamics. In Western contexts, where direct access to facts is expected 

as a function of low context communication norms (e.g., Wang 2013), high-context 

styles which may be shorter, less detailed and involve more indirect communication 

(e.g., not getting to the point, apparently going off topic; Chae et al., 2006; Chua et 

al., 2005; Humphries & Jobson, 2012) may frustrate interviewers unfamiliar with this 

communication preference with the result that interviewees are viewed as 

uncooperative (Beune et al., 2010). Worse still, such interviewees may be perceived 
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as obfuscating, resistant, or deceptive (Antaki & Stokoe, 2017). Conversely, from an 

interviewee's perspective, an interviewer employing a low-context communication 

style (e.g., asking very direct or detail oriented questions; attempting to get straight to 

the point) may be perceived as rude, impatient, aggressive, or insulting.

Given that rapport is located at the relationship level within the interaction 

(Bernieri et al., 1996; Bernieri, 2005), a mismatch between the interviewer and 

interviewee with respect to frame of reference is unlikely to result in an effective or 

optimal outcome (Grahe & Bernieri. 1999; Hove & Risen, 2009). As investigators 

have reported experiencing challenges when conducting interviews in cross-cultural 

contexts (e.g., see commentaries in Hope et al., 2022), it is entirely feasible that a 

mismatch in expectations of the interaction, related to a lack of understanding of 

cultural differences, underpins challenges in rapport building and information 

gathering. A small body of research examining rapport in cross-cultural settings lends 

support to this notion. While practitioners responding to an international survey 

confirmed that rapport is perceived as key to successful interactions with interviewees 

(Goodman-Delahunty & Sivasbramaniam, 2013), differences have been documented 

in the use of rapport across jurisdictions, even within Western or Eurocentric 

countries (Miller et al., 2018). In a study exploring rapport-building techniques with 

investigative practitioners in five Asian-Pacific countries, Goodman-Delahunty and 

Howes (2016) found that the techniques used reflected principles of persuasion 

(Cialdini, 1993; 2001). However, this research also observed that the 

operationalisation of some principles (e.g., authority, social proof, commitment-

consistency) were culturally bound, reflecting cultural differences in what the 

investigators perceived would be effective in their own particular contexts. More 

recently, work by Gomez-Bedoya (2024) highlighted differences in how rapport is 
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linguistically conveyed across languages and cultures. Specifically, in a comparison 

of interviews with victims in Spain and the UK, this research observed that the 

expression of rapport is inextricably tied to cultural and linguistic norms and 

preferences. Reflecting a practitioner perspective on this issue, Goodman-Delahunty 

and Howes (2019) noted challenges reported by practitioners in establishing and 

maintaining rapport in high-stakes interviews in the absence of a shared language or 

culture.

Challenges in building rapport in cross-cultural interviews might emerge in a 

number of ways depending on the cultural background of the interviewee. For 

example, in cultures with hierarchical power structures, interviewees may feel 

uncomfortable or confused with attempts to build rapport via friendly ‘small talk’ 

which may serve as a “double-edged sword of sociocultural reality” (Mak & Chui, 

2013, p. 130). To add to the complexity, the likelihood of successful rapport building 

in some cultures is likely to relate to interaction strategies recognising ‘honor’; an 

important concept in some Middle East, Latin American, and African cultures 

(Nisbett, 2018; Uskul et al., 2019), Similarly, in Asian cultures, the notion of ‘face’ 

may be an important feature of an interaction (Aslani et al., 2016; Goffman, 1967). 

Enabling interviewees to protect or maintain their honor and avoid ‘loss of face’ may 

therefore be an important consideration (see Gul et al., 2021; also, Uskul et al., 2019). 

In this vein, work by Damari et al. (2015) exploring the role of honour and face-

saving in military interactions advocated for the use of culturally appropriate 

strategies to build rapport and avoid conflict.

Another key cultural factor influencing rapport-building is power distance, 

defined by Hofstede (2001) as the degree to which societies accept hierarchical 

differences in power and authority. In high power-distance cultures, individuals often 
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defer to authority figures and may hesitate to speak openly with perceived superiors, 

such as police or investigators (Ghosh, 2011; Khatri, 2009). This reluctance can 

restrict the flow of information in witness interviews, especially when the interviewee 

feels intimidated or unable to express themselves freely.  In these contexts, 

interviewees may provide less spontaneous or detailed responses (Ghosh, 2011). In 

contrast, low power-distance cultures, typically found in individualistic societies, 

promote open and direct communication, enabling interviewees to share their 

thoughts and information more candidly. This openness may lead to more detailed 

and transparent accounts during interviews (Anakwah et al., 2024; Oyserman, 2006;). 

Gender, status, and power distance also heavily influence the reporting of 

sensitive issues such as rape, sexual abuse, and intimate partner violence (Gill, 202; 

Gill & Brah, 2014; Kalra & Bhugra, 2013; Kandiyoti, 1988). These factors affect not 

only victims' and witnesses' willingness to report but also the language used to 

describe these experiences, often relying on euphemisms or indirect expressions to 

navigate cultural taboos (e.g., “the shame place” or “he did something dirty to me”; 

Katz, 2020, p.10). In such situations, rapport-building may even more challenging if 

there is a cultural mismatch between the extent to which clarity and precise detail is 

prioritised and perceived as being integral to effective communication (by the 

interviewer) and a contrasting orientation held by the interviewee whereby relational 

harmony and avoiding imposing on others is preferred (e.g. Kim & Wilson, 1994). 

Aim of the current research

Currently, ‘best practice’ guidelines for the conduct of investigative interviews 

are often formulated in Western contexts with little consideration for the conduct of 

interviews with people from different cultures, or the application in practice within 
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different cultural contexts (for an exception, see Powell et al., 2020; also Kim et al., 

2020). Although recent work by Wilson et al. (2022) noted that observers, drawn 

from three cultures and exposed to clips of investigative interviews, perceived rapport 

across two clear dimensions – positivity and negativity – with some consistency, no 

research to date has explored pragmatic responses to challenges arising in cross-

cultural interview contexts. Therefore, the goal of the current research was to (i) 

explore the perceptions and experiences of investigators, experienced in the conduct 

of cross-cultural interviews and who come from a range of cultural backgrounds 

themselves, with respect to building rapport in interviews with people from diverse 

cultural backgrounds; and (ii) identify pragmatic considerations when building 

rapport in cross-cultural investigative interviews. Given the exploratory nature of this 

question and the absence of prior research on this issue, we used a focus group 

methodology and a qualitative analytic approach to identify key themes and sub-

themes. The focus group approach, which permits interaction between participants 

and in doing so enables dynamic responses that might not emerge in individual 

interviews or surveys (Morgan, 1996), allowed us to document experiences not only 

of challenge or difficulty but also of understanding, realisation, opportunity and 

resolution through collaborative discussions between colleagues.  

Method

Participants 

Participants (N = 66) were investigators involved in interviewing in the 

international investigative context and a small number of professionals in ancillary 

roles (e.g., interpreters) who work alongside investigators in interviews. Participants 

were all staff of an investigative division with responsibility for the investigation of 

international crimes. Interviews in this investigative context are mainly conducted 
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with individuals designated as ‘witnesses’ even though they might sometimes be 

described as victims in more usual parlance. With the permission of the organization 

concerned (redacted for anonymity), staff members were recruited to the research via 

email flyers and information sheets in advance. Participation was entirely voluntary. 

All participants provided written informed consent before the focus group discussions 

began. The final sample comprised 29 males and 27 females (a further 10 participants 

did not indicate their gender) with an average age of 42 years (range 31-61 years). 

Participants indicated an average of 13.71 (SD = 9.96) years of experience. Length of 

experience ranged from 1-36 years (median = 10 years). This group indicated an 

average of 5.06 years (SD = 3.18) experience of interviews in their current role. 

Across the sample, participants comprised a wide range of nationalities and 

ethnicities, coming from 35 different countries across Europe, Africa, Asia, the 

Americas, and Australia/Oceania. 

Procedure

In advance of the focus group sessions (described below), we asked participants to 

complete an online questionnaire which served two purposes: (i) to collect 

demographic and role-relevant information (e.g., current role, years of experience in 

investigative context, and length of experience in current unit; reported above), and; 

(ii) to provide participants with an opportunity to give some thought to the general 

topics under consideration in advance of the focus group discussions. The 

questionnaire asked participants four main open-ended questions regarding their 

experiences of cultural factors and cross-cultural differences in relation to rapport-

building and gaining cooperation in the context of investigative interviewing and 

included a request for any examples of these differences that came to mind. For 

example, “Please provide some examples of cultural differences that you have 
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encountered yourself when interviewing, or preparing to interview, someone from a 

different culture to your own?” “In comparison to interviewing someone from your 

own culture, what are the broad challenges in communication in an interview with 

someone from a different culture?”

In discussion with the cross-cultural psychologist on the research team, these 

preliminary responses (treated as pilot data and not analyzed further) were used to 

inform the broad themes and prompts for discussion in the focus groups, which were 

the primary data source for this research.

Focus Groups

Thirteen focus group discussions were completed. Each focus group was 

scheduled for, and lasted, 90 minutes, resulting in approximately 1,170 minutes of 

recorded discussions for analysis. The focus groups were conducted in English. 

Each focus group was attended by two researchers: one researcher facilitated the 

discussions while another researcher audio-recorded the session and made 

supplementary observations. All focus groups, comprising on average five 

participants, were conducted on-site at the investigation unit in a private room where 

the group could be comfortably seated. 

At the outset of the focus group, the facilitator delivered a short presentation to 

ensure that all participants were familiar with the aims, structure, and ground rules for 

the session (Krueger, 1998; 2002). Specifically, participants were informed that the 

aim was to explore their perceptions and experiences of “establishing rapport and 

building cooperation encountered across different aspects of interviewing in 

international or cross-cultural contexts”. Participants were invited to discuss issues 

they had experienced in the conduct of cross-cultural interviews. The four main topic 

prompts were challenges relating to communication, challenges relating to social 
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structure or hierarchy, challenges relating to self or identity and challenges relating to 

norms, rules, codes or taboos. For each prompt, participants were invited to discuss 

whether, in their experience this was a feature in cross-cultural interviews and any 

strategies they have used or considered to address it. The facilitator introduced these 

topics at natural break points in the discussion. Towards the end of the session, 

participants were invited to address any topics or issues that had not been covered up 

to that point.

The ground rules for the focus groups encouraged participants to freely express 

their views, perspectives, and experiences, requested that participants avoid talking 

over each other or monopolizing the conversation, and emphasized that everyone 

should have sufficient opportunity to speak. Ethical review was conducted by the 

Science Faculty Ethics Committee at [institution redacted for review].

Data Analysis

All anonymised focus group discussions were transcribed verbatim by a 

professional transcription service. Each transcription was then checked by a 

researcher against the original recording to make any necessary corrections or 

adaptations for accuracy or contextual reference. Names and any identifying features 

were changed. 

We used thematic analysis for generating, reviewing, and defining patterns in 

the data (Braun & Clarke, 2006; Braun & Clarke, 2019). The analysis involved six 

main steps which were closely followed by the researcher ((NHdN) leading the 

analysis. First, the discussions were listened to alongside reading of the transcripts. 

Transcripts were then re-read to ensure familiarity with the content. In the second 

step, comment boxes with codes were generated and these provided the basis for 

themes. These codes reflected information of interest to the researchers given the aims 
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of the research. Deliberately, the codes across focus groups were pooled. Our 

rationale for this was that all groups were facilitated using the same topic cues and 

while the focus of discussions can vary naturally depending on the contributors, we 

had no reason to anticipate that meaningful or interpretable systematic differences 

would emerge between groups. We took the view that pooling the analysis across 

groups would provide a more meaningful and aggregated overview informed by all 

groups. Third, during regular meetings between the researcher and lead author, the 

codes were reviewed, discussed, and grouped into generic ‘themes’ reflecting re-

occurring patterns across transcripts. In the fourth step, these grouping patterns 

allowed for categories to be identified and refined. These categories were then used to 

develop the main themes and sub-themes which were then discussed further, defined, 

named, and verified, with specific data extracts selected to illustrate the themes. As 

recommended by Braun and Clarke (2006, 2019) the identification and interpretation 

of these themes was a recursive process through discussions between the researcher 

and the lead author in collaboration. Throughout engaging with the data, conducting 

these analyses and reporting our interpretation, we collectively reflected on the notion 

that thematic analysis is, as described by Braun and Clarke (2006) an active 

production of knowledge by the researcher(s) and that any patterns identified are 

informed by the researcher’s own perspective. As such, we acknowledge that our 

analysis has been influenced by our social context as researchers, experiences of 

working with investigators, and theoretical understanding and expectations pertaining 

to the domain of investigative interviewing. We also acknowledge our cultural 

backgrounds as broadly western European (although we note multiple nationalities 

and different heritage cultures within the team). Through working together in 
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developing themes, we aimed for richer interpretations and understanding in addition 

to sense-making (Byrne, 2022). 

Results and Discussion

Our findings identified four main themes concerned with establishing rapport in 

the context of investigative interviews in cross-cultural settings: (i) preparation (pre-

interview); (ii) situational awareness (during the interview); (iii) relationship building 

through communication; and (iv) hierarchy in interviews. Associated with the main 

themes, 14 sub-themes were identified (see Figure 1) which are presented below, with 

illustrative quotes, to reflect the perceptions and experiences of this group of 

investigators. It could be argued that the themes and sub-themes identified in these 

analyses are features of good rapport-building and associated interviewing practice in 

any context. However, we would remind the reader that the discussions took place 

with an explicit focus on cross-cultural interviewing. Participants were asked to 

discuss issues experienced in the conduct of cross-cultural interviews and identify 

what strategies have been used (or considered) to address any challenges. As such, we 

do not expect all examples to explicitly reference cultural factors as this context is at 

the core of discussions. In any case, the observations and experiences described by the 

participants go beyond existing insights given the distinct focus on addressing cultural 

differences in investigative interviews. Specifically, the themes consistently reflect 

areas where a consideration of cultural factors will benefit the building and 

maintenance of rapport. 

As is common with this type of qualitative approach, the themes are not 

mutually exclusive and should not be interpreted as such. Data extracts have been 

edited to facilitate ease of reading; emphasis is the participant’s own, unless indicated 

otherwise. 
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Insert Figure 1 here

Main Theme 1: Preparation (pre-interview)

Preparation by the investigator in advance of conducting the interviews was 

identified as an important feature of effective interviewing in cross-cultural contexts. 

However, the discussions here did not dwell on the basics of preparing to interview 

from an investigative perspective. Instead, investigators focused specifically on key 

features of preparations, based on their experiences, that were necessary in the context 

of cross-cultural interviewing. In other words, these are preparations (or aspects of 

preparation) they would not necessarily anticipate as required in an interview with 

someone who shared a similar cultural framework. Discussions frequently focussed 

on specific or concrete examples of how good preparation might be achieved in 

advance of an interview with a witness in a different cultural context. Within this 

main theme, we identified four sub-themes which are detailed below. Overall, these 

sub-themes clearly evidence the need for additional preparation to: (i) identify 

potentially relevant cultural factors, and; (ii) mitigate any impacts (and avoid mis-

steps) pertaining to those cultural factors, both before and during the interview.

Sub-theme 1(a): Expectations and Explanations

The importance of setting expectations in advance of the interview was 

discussed as an important feature or clarification purposes regarding the pre-meeting 

and what the interview would entail for the interviewee. This was particularly 

important when individuals may not be familiar with interviews and investigative 

processes for a variety of sociocultural reasons: 
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“…there’s a lot of expectations here. They don't know [about investigations]. 

We think they know but no, they don't know.” [P14]

“…it’s important to explain to the witness why we are asking certain questions 

because if…that aspect is missing, it’s also possible for the witness to misinterpret in 

the head why certain questions are being asked…because cultural dynamics can be 

very, very complicated.” [P13] 

Investigators also reflected on the need to clarify, explain, and discuss the 

potential outcomes of the interview and wider investigation in a realistic and 

culturally-sensitive way. This took account of the likely previous experiences of 

interviewees, either with other agencies or organisations (such as relief organisations, 

NGOs, or charities). The consideration and management of wider expectations around 

the conduct of the interview was also discussed. For instance, in small communities 

recognising the importance of local or culturally-relevant social structures, scripts, 

and practices when planning interviews might be key to successful interaction and 

establishing rapport with witnesses at that location:

“I still remember being pulled to one side by one chief and severely 

admonished for not bringing a goat or a chicken. There was that expectation that we 

would do that. By not doing so it disrespected him in front of the entire village. For us 

to even consider doing that was, well it was inducement, it would have created all 

sorts. But try and explain that to somebody in a rural community where it’s the 

expectation. We straight away have a problem building rapport and earning trust.” 

[P17] 

Being aware that the interviewee might also have expectations about the 

interviewers’ state of knowledge was also noted as an important consideration and 

related to reflecting genuine interest in the interviewee and their experiences. Indeed, 

Page 19 of 56 Journal of Criminal Psychology

1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9
10
11
12
13
14
15
16
17
18
19
20
21
22
23
24
25
26
27
28
29
30
31
32
33
34
35
36
37
38
39
40
41
42
43
44
45
46
47
48
49
50
51
52
53
54
55
56
57
58
59
60



Journal of Crim
inal Psychology

19

successfully displaying this shared cultural knowledge can contribute to establishing a 

common ground - the body of beliefs that communicators exhibit to, and acknowledge 

of, one another as part of successful communication (Clark, 1996). Interviewees may 

expect and assume shared cultural knowledge, which, when missing, may impede the 

development of rapport: 

“Here the witnesses expect from us a knowledge about the situation… They 

sort of expect the general knowledge about the situation and then some of them are 

surprised that we are asking stupid questions.” [P21] 

Sub-theme 1(b): Social Constraints 

This sub-theme reflects the consideration of potential social constraints due to 

cultural factors from the interviewee’s perspective and the need to administer the 

interview in a manner that reflects understanding of different cultural norms and 

schedules:

“If we follow our time instead of following the time of the witness in as far as 

certain cultural practices and beliefs are concerned…if you’re dealing with a witness 

who wants to have a break at five o’clock and go to pray…and you insist to say, well I 

think I’ve got no time, this is something that has got to be done, you continue 

interviewing this person, it is really difficult.”[P17] 

“You can’t conduct an interview in a hurried manner…you really need to take 

the time to exchange politeness formally and again then age also equals a social 

ranking so that may be a consideration.” [P11]

Sub-theme 1(c): Local customs and taboos

The importance of being informed in advance about local customs and taboos, 

particularly in the early stages of engagement with a witness, was explored as an 

important feature of successful rapport-building and onward interactions. Thus, it was 
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deemed an important area the interviewer needed to prepare for in advance of the 

interview, including being observant of preferences of high context communication 

by spending additional time engaging with the interviewee:  

“Small talk is important…. you could not go and see someone and immediately 

go straight the goal of the meeting. It would take sometimes hours and hours to 

prepare the ground before you could.” [P13] 

In the context of interviews concerning sensitive topics, investigators identified 

the need to be especially aware of cultural taboos around the discussion of topics such 

as rape, sexual assault, or sexuality and the need for significant sensitivity to the 

cultural context which may have implications both for the investigation and the 

interviewee.

“It's absolutely inappropriate to talk to a stranger, even a doctor. It's 

completely inappropriate to say those words or talk about those kind of acts to 

someone you've never met. Never mind someone foreign, never mind someone of a 

different gender, never mind someone international who's there as an authority 

figure…it can be kind of a perfect storm of awkwardness.” [P13]

Sub-theme 1(d): Language Skills

The need for some understanding the local language was a final aspect of 

preparation perceived to be beneficial for rapport building with interviewees and other 

community members. Again, this consideration appears to reflect the need for a 

genuine interest in interacting with the interviewee and understanding their context 

and experience:

“Local dialects are completely different from ours. So, at that initial stage… 

there should be something that’s factored in the preparation like simple phrases, 
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greetings, how do you do, how are you, you know. You say that to them it kind of 

breaks the ice.” [P6]

Main Theme 2: Situation Awareness (during the interview)

Across topics, the theme of maintaining situation awareness during the course 

of the interview was associated with maintaining rapport, a productive interaction, 

and associated information outcomes. To some extent the theme of ‘situation 

awareness’ may well reflect the investigators’ experience of cognitive load during 

interviews, particularly during cross-cultural contexts where unfamiliar factors may 

affect rapport and outcomes (e.g., see Hanway et al., 2021). This is interesting as, to 

date, much of the literature on rapport focuses on establishing it in the first place and, 

problematically, the activity of building rapport is sometimes (mis)understood by 

trainers and practitioners as a front-end task: in other words, something to focus on at 

the start of the interview. Of course, rapport with an interviewee needs to be 

maintained across the course of an interview and to achieve that, the interviewer 

needs to have situation awareness or a sense of ‘how the interview is going’. Situation 

awareness is “the perception of the elements in the environment within a volume of 

time and space, the comprehension of their meaning, and the projection of their status 

in the near future” (Endsley, 1995, p.36) and is in common use in other areas of 

applied and organizational psychology (e.g., non-technical skill in surgery; Yule et 

al., 2018). In a cross-cultural setting, situation awareness will also incorporate 

monitoring cultural differences and indeed, investigators focused on communication 

features that may well be missed or mischaracterized if the interviewer fails to detect 

relevant aspects of cultural difference. We grouped four sub-themes within the overall 

theme of interviewer situation awareness: (a) Interviewee acquiescence; (b) 
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Interaction context and environment; (c) Self-awareness and sensitivity; and (d) 

Monitoring the report. Together, these evidence the importance of investigators 

staying alert to the cultural context of the interview, having situational awareness 

across the course of the interview, and recognizing the various roles, hierarchies, 

barriers, and dependencies potentially present or emerging within that interaction as a 

function of culture.

Sub-theme 2(a): Interviewee acquiescence 

Interviewee acquiescence or compliance in an interviewing context is problematic for 

several reasons, ranging from the introduction of unreliable or incorrect information 

into the investigations and associated wasted time pursuing bad leads to the effects of 

the collapse of such information later in court settings (Gudjonsson, 2021; Otgaar et 

al., 2023). Interviewees may be unduly compliant for a variety of reasons. Notably, 

cultural differences in perceived power distance in the context of the interaction may 

also result in acquiescence, or apparent acquiescence, both within and outside the 

interview (Cheung & Rensvold, 2000; see, for example, De Bruine et al., 2018, who 

noted this acquiescence response style in a Sub-Saharan African sample). 

“Before I went to Africa for the first time I couldn’t imagine that somebody will 

not tell me no. They always say yes, they always agree, but you have to read between 

the lines which type of yes is actually no.” [P10]

Sub-theme 2(b): Interaction Context and Environment

This sub-theme focused on the contextual understanding needed in the course 

of the interview interaction; specifically, being responsive to cultural expectations that 

might impede the progress of the interview or the quality of the information obtained.

“You have to be a bit creative in that cultural context. I was once in this 

interview with a [redacted] person and she refused to talk to a man….And then I 
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managed to during the interview, but during the sensitive part, I would step aside, I’m 

not there and the interview could be continued.” [P12] 

Interviewers also identified some ways to offset challenges presented in the 

interaction context by both giving the interviewee some autonomy about the 

interaction arrangements and exploring issues that might be causing reluctance or lack 

of forthcomingness during the interviewing, including whether that apparent 

reluctance is due to cultural scripts around communication when there are differences 

in interactants’ perceived positions of power.

 “You just find that the witness is not very cooperative even when neutral 

questions are being asked. So, yes, I think it’s a very, very valid point for the 

interviewer sometimes to probe and ask why the witnesses are reacting in certain 

ways even when the questions being asked don’t seem to be offensive.” [P26]

“I will give a simple example, if the witness or the victim who was violated, 

let’s say with a gun put in the vagina. Just to say the word vagina in [that] culture is 

a very big word, it is very difficult to pronounce. And even when they ask you to 

explain exactly how was the act itself, the victim will explain to you that I was 

violated that way. If you want to go deeper it’s blocked. So the strategy is to…put in 

place words that are not affecting and will be accepted.” [P5].

Returning to more practical concerns, investigators reflected on the importance 

of interviewees being comfortable in the interview environment for facilitating 

relationship building. This requirement seems self-evident but it is something that can 

be easily overlooked, particularly in cross-cultural environments, where participants 

from one culture are not familiar with certain environments (e.g., Western-style 

hotels), practices, or behaviors that might be entirely familiar to another.

Page 24 of 56Journal of Criminal Psychology

1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9
10
11
12
13
14
15
16
17
18
19
20
21
22
23
24
25
26
27
28
29
30
31
32
33
34
35
36
37
38
39
40
41
42
43
44
45
46
47
48
49
50
51
52
53
54
55
56
57
58
59
60



Journal of Crim
inal Psychology

24

“Imagine someone who has never been in a hotel and a hotel with four or five 

stars, the atmosphere, the temperature, sometimes it’s cold. .people saying I’m feeling 

cold. Yes, it also causes discomfort for them.” [P18] 

Sub-theme 2(c): Self-awareness and sensitivity

Awareness of one’s own behavior and pre-existing biases, and sensitivity in the 

moment to needs of an interviewee underpins rapport maintenance (Alison et al., 

2021). In the context of cross-cultural interviewing such awareness also signals 

cultural competence, which can be broadly defined as “the ability to work and 

communicate effectively and appropriately with people from culturally different 

backgrounds. While appropriateness implies not violating the valued rules, 

effectiveness means achieving the valued goals and outcomes in intercultural 

interactions” (Alizadeh & Chavan, 2016, p.120). Indeed, cultural norms and 

expectations may exacerbate the impact of lack of awareness, such as in the example 

below:

“The investigator asked the interviewee if he was hungry...in that setting first of 

all you don’t ask someone that if you’re hungry. You just give food. The moment you 

ask then the interpretation is that you’re really not interested in giving the food. And 

to compound that, I mean we have been sitting together with everyone and there is no 

chance that this guy could have eaten anything anywhere. So the guy said no he was 

not hungry. Of course, that is not what he meant.” [P11] 

Sub-theme 2(d) Monitoring the information reported 

Remaining alert to the cultural factors or tendencies affecting the nature or 

content of a report also requires on-going attention in the course of an interview (for 

further discussion of memory and culture; see Hope et al., 2022; Wang, 2021). 

Participants reflected on examples of the challenges when obtaining certain kinds of 
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information from witnesses who were, perhaps, unused to calibrating such 

information with respect to Western norms or precision or held different, non-linear 

representations of time (Brislin & Kim, 2003), or even perceived past events as being 

relatively closer to the present (Ji, Guo, Zhang, & Messervey, 2009). Distance, dates, 

times, durations, ages, and date of birth were noted as particularly challenging topics 

– although the investigators also reported different strategies that had proved 

successful in the field for accessing such information.

“… time has a different definition. So, someone might tell you tomorrow but 

tomorrow is any time in the future.”[P17]

Participants talked about what they had learned from their previous experiences 

with interviewing different cultural groups and discussed strategies to understand and 

overcome challenges in accessing information.

“I learned that five minutes is fairly close by. 15 minutes, forget it. It could be 

anywhere. It could even be tomorrow. It’s just relearning the rules” [P18]

“People associate events with not date but events that happen at that moment. 

A storm or rain, heavy rains or sunrise or before sunset.” [P4]

Differing communication norms can produce a mismatch in the ‘flow’ of 

information and expectations about level of detail required (Kim & Wilson, 1994). 

Importantly, the discrepancies between what information is expected by investigators 

and what and how interviewees are comfortable disclosing supports past findings on 

increased concerns of individuals with collectivist values about avoiding hurting or 

imposing on others in communication versus clarity concerns of individuals with 

individualist values (Kim, 1994). This mismatch can be particularly problematic in 

the context of investigations conducted in formalized Western legal contexts which 

demand the specification of precise facts, such as dates, times, distances, and actions 
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in communication messages to directly convey meaning (i.e., low context 

communication). This issue is further exacerbated in the context of rape and sexual 

assault where either the lack of precise terminology (or knowledge of such 

terminology) or culturally-endorsed inappropriateness of discussing sexual matters in 

any detail means that investigators often struggle to obtain the specific details 

required to pursue prosecutions. Indeed, as noted by Combs (2010) euphemistic terms 

such as ‘having time with women’ and ‘forced marriage’ have been used to refer to 

rape and sexual abuses in the context of international investigations (see Vredeveldt et 

al., 2023, for further discussion). 

Participants also discussed a social phenomenon sometimes associated with 

collectivist cultures in that there is a tendency of individual group members to 

describe events experienced by members of their social group (e.g., family, 

neighbours, village) as something they have experienced themselves (e.g., Combs, 

2010; Schot, 2021) due to the extent to which representations of the self and close 

others overlap, even at the neural level (Zhu, Zhang, Fan, & Han, 2007). Clearly, this 

type of reporting is highly problematic in the context of a legal systems relying on 

independent, individual, first-hand accounts based on direct experience. 

“People were talking about the experience of others, but not because they want 

to mislead or misrepresent or embellish. It was just the nature in which they 

experienced, collectively, some of the traumatic events that affected a whole 

community. And it was a lot of we, we, and never I. And because, as with the I in 

certain contexts, it is rude to speak about yourself as I.” [P18]

Overall, the observations described by the interviewers relating to challenges 

accessing information in sufficient detail, or particular kinds of information, map well 

onto the small body of empirical research describing cultural differences in the 
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content of witness memory reports (e.g., Anakwah et al., 2020) as well as the wider 

body of literature describing cultural differences in the content and nature of 

autobiographical memories (e.g., Gutchess  &  Sekuler,  2019; Wang, 2021). As such, 

these observations confirm the basic applicability and relevance of the laboratory-

based work in relevant fields (e.g., memory) to the applied task of interviewing in 

cross-cultural contexts.

Main Theme 3: Relationship-building through communication

Unsurprisingly, communication was an important theme within discussions 

around building and maintaining rapport with the interviewee while accessing 

investigative detail. Participants reflected on cultural preferences or norms in different 

communication contexts and how these might be transmitted throughout the 

interview. We grouped four main sub-themes relating to relationship-building through 

communication: (a) verbal communication; (b) nonverbal communication; (c) respect 

and trust; and (d) working with interpreters.

Sub-theme 3(a): Verbal Communication

With respect to verbal communication, participants highlighted features of high 

context communication, which is characterised by a reliance on situational context 

(e.g., pauses in speech, social position of interactants relative to each other, social 

identities, etc.), and indirect messages where meaning is rooted in the sociocultural 

context  (Hall, 1976); this communication style is linked with collectivist values and 

interdependent self-construal (Gudykunst et al., 1996) Participants noted the 

importance of taking this communication context into account when formulating 

questions and following up on more specific details in accounts:
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“You need to understand the context, because one verb may mean 500 things. If 

you don’t understand the context, forget it.” [P19]

“I had a witness once who left two days out of his account, and I went well, 

now it looks like you are lying. He went, but when you sit a test you just have to get 

50% to pass. That is true. He didn’t want to mislead me, he actually went oh, it was 

too long, the story was too long. I just wanted to save your time. So I very rarely come 

across liars, as opposed to just storytellers.” [P29]

Discussions also reflected the experience of different types of language 

barriers; for instance, when attempting to obtain detailed specific information from an 

interviewee. This may be due to a constrained vocabulary or use of a language which 

simply does not have equivalent terms or necessitates use of an alternative language 

code to discuss sexual matters (Thetela, 2002). Alternatively, for sensitive subjects, 

the use of metaphor or euphemism may be preferred, reflecting cultural differences in 

the extent to which clarity is prioritised and perceived as being integral to effective 

communication, in contrast to maintaining relational harmony and avoiding imposing 

on others (Kim, 1994; Kim & Wilson, 1994):

“Someone is not going to say to you, oh well I was raped because they put their 

penis in my vagina without my consent. They’d say somebody disrespected me. They 

treated me very badly. They lay down… Like if you push for specifics, they lay down 

with me, they slept with me; they made me their wife.” [P13]

Participants discussed approaches to address some of these challenges, 

including the use of sketching or other reference materials (see Dando et al., 2009; 

Fisher & Geiselman, 1992), particularly when either individual factors such as 

illiteracy or limited terminology in a language made accessing detail difficult:
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“So you need to be creative, like using drawings. Sometimes asking the person 

if she would prefer to show it you see this situation very often with illiterate people 

because that’s something that they’re not used to talking about. And they don’t have a 

very developed vocabulary as well. And there are certain things in the language that 

don’t have an equivalent to our language.” [P14]

Sub-theme 3(b): Nonverbal Communication

Investigators felt that the lack of detailed cultural knowledge made it difficult 

to pick up on important nonverbal cues in interviews; and noted that familiarity with 

the culture increased the likelihood of understanding and engaging with the witnesses. 

“The stuff we must miss, you know, really, the cues that we’re not picking up on 

because of our expectations, because it is really obscure and specific to certain 

cultures, cities.” [P28]

“The assessment of non-verbal communication: the less you are familiar with 

the culture, the less likely it is that you get it right.” [P7]

Participants also noted cultural differences in the form and relevance of non-

verbal communication, and the extent to which meaning is embedded in the 

sociocultural context, providing interesting examples concerning gestures and 

nonverbal utterances:

“We realise that in some cultures quite a big amount of information is given by 

gestures. So I had a witness who was saying he went there and did that and then he 

went somewhere else and did something else. And the content was given by this body 

language which is really difficult to capture, really difficult to note.” [P5]

“There are times we may misread the person who is in front of you, you may be 

talking to somebody and the person is going yes, yes, actually nodding, and you thing 

that they are saying something positive or they are with you. They’re really not with 
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you but they are just trying to be polite. Or it’s just that person’s way of doing things 

[in that culture]. It’s nodding, nodding, nodding but they are not with you - different 

kinds of gestures, different countries and different cultures,” [P19]

Finally, participants reflected on the need to monitor one’s own non-verbal 

communication, particularly where such behavior might be viewed as inappropriate or 

overwhelming as a function of cultural differences (e.g., too forthright, overbearing, 

immodest).

“I also noticed that again it's something that you need to be aware of yourself, 

your non-verbal communication and how that's being interpreted. Because this is 

something I've encountered where again I'm going by my cues and I'm making a huge 

amount of eye contact and I'm leaning forward and I'm engaged, and that's a way of 

trying to build a rapport in the context that I'm used to, but to someone else that's 

completely overwhelming.” [P12]

Sub-theme 3(c): Respect and trust

Interviewers identified the importance of having and showing respect for the 

interviewee. Of course, respect of human dignity is a core feature of ethical 

interviewing practice (e.g. Méndez Principles; Association for the Prevention of 

Torture, 2021). Here interviewers reflected specifically on respect for cultural norms 

or preferences that may be different to their own:

“Important aspect of building respect in as far as cultural issues are concerned 

is the ability to use the frame of reference of the witness, and that frame of reference 

might have certain cultural connotations, put aside your own frame of reference 

about what you’re trying to talk about and use the frame of reference of the witness.” 

[P5]
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Participants also observed that the way they go about their task of questioning 

may be perceived as lacking in respect from the point of view of the interviewee, 

particularly if the interviewee feels they are not being believed.

“It’s almost like you’re challenging or you’re doubting or disbelieving them. 

Which runs the risk of breaking down the relationship.” [P14]

Interviewers noted the importance of showing respect through the approach 

taken in the interview, for example, acknowledging that the interviewee is the one 

who has the information. This ‘transfer of control’ is a core feature of good 

interviewing practice and a central tenet of the Cognitive Interview (Fisher & 

Geiselman, 1992). Importantly, in the context of cross-cultural interviewing, this 

approach may also work to attenuate the power distance differential between the 

interviewer and interviewee. 

Discussion also focused on engaging or developing trust with the person being 

interviewed. Research is increasingly focusing on the role of trust in forensic 

interviewing context as a distinct concept to rapport (see Hillner, 2022). Trust has 

been defined as ‘a psychological state comprising the intention to accept vulnerability 

based upon positive expectations of the intentions or behavior of another’ (Rousseau 

et al., 1998, p.395). This definition is clearly applicable to investigative interviewing 

contexts, particularly where there is likely to be some onward implications or 

consequences for the interviewees. In the current study, interviewers saw both trust 

and rapport as critical to successful interviews.

“Here the challenge is to build the rapport and the trust and to be able to take 

those topics forward you need time. You need to be given the time to be able to 

develop the trust. They trust you, they trust you if you tell them that I’m here to help 

you, they trust you.” [P10]
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The investigators also identified investigative contexts in which taking time to 

develop trust was particularly important.

“Like sexual violence against men, victims really I think feel very strong stigma 

and it’s really embarrassing to say I was sexually assaulted by men. So quite difficult. 

You really need to build trust.” [P8]

Sub-theme 3(d): Working with interpreters 

Despite the growing need for interpreters in investigative interviews (Shaffer & 

Evans, 2018), research on their role remains limited (see Evans et al., 2019). 

However, as Walsh et al. (2020) note, rapport studies largely focus on interviewer–

interviewee dynamics, overlooking triadic interactions involving interpreters, with 

some exceptions (e.g., Filipović, 2019; Goodman-Delahunty & Howes, 2019). 

Indeed, there are many interviewing contexts where several other people (e.g., 

lawyers, appropriate adults) may be involved in the interaction and reliant on 

interpreters.

Participants in this study frequently conducted interpreter-assisted interviews 

and highlighted the benefits of pre-interview preparation. This included receiving 

insights from interpreters concerning relevant cultural or local knowledge and 

briefing them on the interview’s informational objectives.

“Quite often, not always, an interpreter particularly if they’re from the region 

they may be able to advise you beforehand or certainly the language you need about. 

So if these sort of topics come up how are they, what are the sorts of words that you 

see, going in with some sort of knowledge in advance…When they understand, they 

know that everything that’s said is useful for the record.” [P11]

Overall, participants were positive about working with interpreters, particularly 

interpreters they knew and had worked with previously or who had good working 
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knowledge of the local culture, although frustrations remained due to the need to 

interview through a third party. 

“As soon as you go through an interpreter, there’s a person in between you and 

your witness….ideally if they’re a really good interpreter they almost blend into the 

wall. So, you are speaking even though you’re not speaking the same language but all 

your interaction is between you and the witness.” [P11]

Participants noted that sometimes the interpreter’s ability or interpretative 

approach taken can be problematic in interviews. A range of different challenges were 

discussed ranging from the interpreter diverging from what the interviewee has said 

or over-contextualising the information in some way to the interpreter having 

untranslated interactions with the interviewee.

“in many cases because the interpreter and witness are from the same 

background…(in) the interview, the witness will address issues directly to the 

interpreter. You don’t want that, you don’t want actually to keep the narrative to the 

interpreter, he is your interpreter, he is your mouth, he is translating, and he has a 

specific job to do.” [P23] 

Participants also recounted situations in which rapport had broken down 

between the interviewee and the interpreter, including for cultural reasons.

“So, whilst you don't know it, there is actually a communication breakdown 

between the interpreter and the interviewee, whereas you think absolutely everything 

is going to be okay, and I have had an interpreter say I just can’t ask these questions. 

It’s not appropriate for me to ask an elderly person these types of questions.” [P8] 

As a whole, these sub-themes reveal useful considerations and potential 

approaches for rapport building, particularly in challenging contexts where cultural 

differences may lead to a mismatch in cultural scripts, norms, expectations, and 
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interactions between interviewer and interviewee. The results also fit well with 

findings in other research fields concerned with interaction, communication and 

relational linguistics in other applied contexts. For example, Spencer-Oatey and 

colleagues (e.g., Spencer-Oatey, 2005; Spencer-Oatey & Xing, 2003) identified 

behavioral expectations, face sensitivity, politeness, and interpersonal goals as 

important features of rapport management across cultures in business interaction 

contexts.

Main Theme 4: Hierarchy in interviews

The recognition of hierarchy was acknowledged as an important theme relevant 

for successful rapport building in cross-cultural settings. In wider cultural psychology 

literature, hierarchy relates to power distance, a cultural dimension that concerns how 

perceived inequality in society might affect social interactions (Hofstede, 1983; 

Hofstede et al., 2010). As outlined earlier, power distance has implications for the 

extent to which lower status individuals choose to express their views to superiors or 

authority figures; thus, free and spontaneous communication may be limited as a 

function of the power distance inherent in hierarchical roles. We grouped three sub-

themes: (a) hierarchy and gender; (b) hierarchy and authority; and (c) team 

composition.

Sub-theme 4(a): Hierarchy and gender 

The cultural meaning attached to gender can play a significant role in 

interactions in the investigative interview context. Cultural hierarchies with respect to 

gender can affect both the interviewee and the interviewer. For instance, access to the 

witness might be restricted or through a gatekeeper:
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“Difficult being able to speak to females without for example going through the 

village chief or a husband and them wanting to be present and know exactly what 

you’re going to talk about.” [P4] 

On the other side of the interaction, female investigators reported encountering 

interviewees who refused to engage with them on account of their gender. 

“if you face a culture where gender is also important…they completely ignore 

me. I’m just a secretary probably there or, you know, who knows what they think 

about me, but I’m definitely not an investigator or an interviewer.” [P3] 

“the interviewer was a woman, but she also had to take a male investigator 

with her because otherwise she was not getting all the information from the [witness]. 

So for me it has to do with gender and in some cultures what they associate to the 

gender, which is very visible, even if they don't know what your rank is” [P3]

Male colleagues also commented on this strong gender hierarchy in certain 

cultures and sub-cultures (e.g., military):

“There would be myself and a female investigator and no matter who asks the 

question the answer comes to me. And that was, and that happens more than once. We 

didn’t really address that at the time because we thought well he’s still answering and 

we need the answer. We’re not there to necessarily change his opinion of things. We 

just want the answer. It worked. But it was very noticeable.” [P6]

Sub-theme 4(b): Hierarchy and authority 

The second sub-theme featured hierarchy associated with authority of the 

investigating organization, in this case reflecting a culturally different origin, and the 

potential impact of that on the dynamics of the interview.

“If you don’t do something right in the eyes of the interviewee your authority is 

going down. Like you should be very careful, they treat you like, they look at you as if 
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you are able to give some help, some support to them and they have hopes and you 

are a bit like representative... You are a person who is in an organization or 

something like that, and if you make small mistakes like muddling things, like small 

things like all humans do, your authority is diminished.” [P10]

Investigators also identified the need to consider the perceptions of the 

interviewer and inferences that might be made about the organizations, from a cultural 

perspective, particularly in patriarchal or traditional societies, where age and gender 

may warrant different respect status:

“It’s a female in her 30s for instance to talk to a judge who is 50 or 60 years 

old, they feel it’s an insult and they think immediately the [organization] doesn’t 

respect me, that’s why they send me their inexperienced staff. [P3]

In particular, interviewers noted that differences in perceived authority as a 

function of culture can have negative implications for the interview, either due to the 

discomfort experienced by the interviewee in the situation or their perception of their 

role or purpose in the interview.

“If you’re talking to someone about a situation where they were sort of 

powerless or they were emasculated, or they’re worried that they’re going to be 

crushed, then if the dynamic of the interviewers or the cultural changes is something 

that sort of reinforces that, that is the worst-case scenario.” [P7]

Sub-theme 4(c): Team Composition

This sub-theme reflected the need to consider the team composition and 

specifically focused on potential perceptions the interviewee might have of hierarchy 

within the interview team at relatively surface levels (age, gender, nationality): 
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“But there are definitely power dynamics around race and countries that 

people come from. You know if I was Congolese I wouldn't want to have a Belgian 

rocking up to…interview me”. [P29]  

The experiences reported by interviewers within each of these sub-themes lend 

support to theoretical frameworks that describe cultural differences (e.g., power 

distance, communication context, perceptions of time). Indeed, many of the examples 

provided elucidate how these cultural dimensions (and others) present in the 

investigative interviewing context as a particular challenge for the progress of the 

interview. For example, hierarchy or power distance norms that mean an interviewee 

feels uncomfortable or reticent to talk openly to an interviewer may ultimately result 

in the disclosure of little or no information. Furthermore, a cultural tendency towards 

acquiescence to authority figures as a function of high power distance means 

interviewers must be especially careful to avoid leading or potentially suggestive 

questioning. 

General discussion

The goal of the current research was to explore the perceptions and experiences of 

investigators with respect to building rapport in interviews with people from diverse 

cultural backgrounds who, typically, had been witness to, or victims of, interpersonal 

violence, including rape, physical assault and other acts of war and genocide. 

Documenting experiences of challenge or difficulty, but also of understanding, 

realisation, opportunity, and resolution, is informative for both research and practice 

going forward. The current data provides a unique and richly descriptive insight 

reflecting experiences and sense-making into the complexities of conducting such 

investigative interviews with people from a different culture to one’s own. Notably, 

and consistent with previous research, the data clearly highlight the importance and, 
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indeed, necessity of a humane, person-centred, and contextually-sensitive approach to 

build rapport and facilitate positive investigative outcomes from the perspective of 

this experienced group of interviewers.  

It is important to note that the themes described here can be viewed holistically 

to show how considerations for building rapport take place across several domains, 

with participants taking into account how cultural factors may influence each domain. 

This can be exemplified in how our participants discussed managing face-threatening 

situations across the four themes. ‘Face’ is an important component for both 

individualist and collectivist cultures, and is related to both power distance and honor 

concepts. However, the effective strategies to avoid loss of face differ across 

individualist and collectivist cultures (Merkin, 2015). During face-threatening 

situations, participants from individualist cultures preferred to be directly consulted 

about the situation at-hand, whilst participants from more collectivist cultures 

preferred indirect communication to maintain harmony and thus avoid loss of face. In 

this way, investigative interviewers need balance taking into account the needs of the 

interviewee during situations which are especially face-threatening (e.g., rape, assault, 

etc.), which may be rooted in different cultural scripts, and the requirements of 

obtaining the necessary information for a statement. This requires successful 

preparation in and acknowledgement of cultural scripts prior to the interaction 

(Theme 1), awareness of interviewees’ needs, particularly navigating face-threatening 

discussions (Theme 2), adjusting communication within the constraints to build an 

effective relationship (Theme 3), whilst managing not only existing hierarchies, but 

also acknowledgement that the nature of the interviews can be perceived as 

threatening to the established cultural hierarchies (Theme 4).  These findings align 
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with recent comparative analysis of interviews with victims documenting cultural and 

linguistic differences in approaches to rapport building (Gomez-Bedoya, 2024).

Strengths and Limitations of Study

A particular strength of the present study is that active investigators working in 

an international and culturally-diverse organisation took part and provided their lived 

experiences of building and maintaining rapport in culturally different contexts.

Of course, an obvious limitation of the current research is that in the 

consideration of rapport - a feature of two-sided interactions - in these data, we only 

represent the perspective of one party to that interaction, that of the interviewer. It is 

worth reasserting that the investigator group was culturally diverse, drawn from 35 

countries and reflecting a range of wide-range of nationalities and ethnicities. 

However, it would be invaluable to have access to the perceptions and experiences of 

the interviewees. While obtaining research data from interviewees may be possible in 

some interview contexts (e.g., medical interactions; see, for example, Schinkel et al., 

2019), it is likely to be difficult to access in some investigative contexts for a variety 

of reasons ranging from legal and ethical issues through to associated costs. In any 

case, consideration of the interviewee perspective was outside the scope of the current 

project although we hope researchers will be able to pursue this route in future. 

A related issue is that in this dataset we can only examine the perspectives of 

the interviewers aggregated across a number of interviews conducted over time. In 

other words, we were not able to make any independent assessment (using, for 

example, third-party ratings or established coding methodology, such as ORBIT; 

Alison et al., 2020) of the extent to which interviewers were indeed able to build 

rapport effectively with a particular interviewee. Similarly, we cannot assess whether 

building rapport in cross-cultural interview context was associated with more 
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productive interviews – although existing evidence, using analysis of real-world 

interviews, suggest this is likely to be the case (e.g., Alison et al., 2014; Baker-Eck & 

Bull, 2022; Baker-Eck et al., 2021; Kim et al., 2020).  

Finally, it may also be considered a limitation that all participants were drawn 

from a singly organisation and, as such, cannot reflect wider practice or experiences. 

Nonetheless the experiences of this sample in the investigation of significant and 

complex violent crimes means their experience is relevant for wider crime 

investigation, including terrorism, organised crime, human trafficking and sexual 

exploitation.

Implications for Practice

Going forward, these results highlight the value of both cultural competence 

and cultural humility (see Greene-Moton & Minkler, 2020) in investigative 

interviewing. Cultural competence reflects an ongoing commitment to learning and 

improving cultural awareness, cultural knowledge, and cultural skills/behavior (e.g., 

Alizadah & Chavan, 2016) while cultural humility has been defined as, “a lifelong 

commitment to self-evaluation and critique, to redressing power imbalances . . . and 

to developing mutually beneficial and non-paternalistic partnerships with 

communities on behalf of individuals and defined populations” (Tervalon & Murray-

Garcia, 1998, p. 123). Recently, Greene-Moton and Minkler (2020) proposed an 

integrative partnership between both for more effective self-reflection and reflective 

practice across a range of barriers and inequities. 

Given the current analyses, and observations in other domains (e.g., 

healthcare), it seems that these important elements of competence and humility are 

also perceived by investigators in the current study as key to building rapport and the 

onward conduct of effective interviews in cross-cultural contexts. As such, these 
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results are also consistent with the conclusions reached by Vredeveldt et al., (2023) 

and Powell and Brubacher (2020) that there is no single recipe or protocol for 

effective cross-cultural investigative interviews. Instead, most progress is likely 

through the development of cultural competence and the use of adaptive rapport-

based techniques which facilitate responding to the needs of the individual 

interviewee in context. 

Conclusion

Given the nascent stage of research examining investigative interviewing in 

cross-cultural contexts, we believe that there is significant value in drawing on the 

perspectives of experienced practitioners to both inform and illustrate the nature of 

the issues encountered and identify routes for future research and practices taking 

these issues into consideration. Ultimately, although rapport is a feature of two-way 

interactions, in the case of investigative interviewing at least, the onus is on the 

interviewer to seek to build and maintain rapport across the interaction. Of course, 

sometimes the interviewee, whether a victim, a witness, or even a suspect will seek to 

build rapport with the interviewer, but in other instances this may not be the case. For 

this reason, it’s worth reiterating that investigative interviews are not spontaneously 

occurring naturalistic interactions, they are formal interactions where the interviewer 

has an investigative objective. The results reported here provide invaluable and 

unique insights into experiences of success and failure at building rapport in cross-

cultural interviews by a diverse sample of investigators. 
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Figure 1. Finalised thematic map.
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