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Introduction 
  

  Contrary to the harsh ‘enhanced interrogation’ techniques employed during CIA 
operations on the War on Terror, contemporary research demonstrates that rapport building is a 

more effective way of achieving positive outcomes in interviews with general offender 

populations. Comparatively less research has explored the role of rapport with recalcitrant  
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Contrary to the harsh ‘enhanced interrogation’ techniques employed during CIA operations on 
the War on Terror, contemporary research demonstrates that rapport building is a more 

effective way of achieving positive outcomes in interviews with general offender populations. 

Comparatively less research has explored the role of rapport with recalcitrant suspects, 

particularly suspected terrorists. We define a ‘terrorist suspect’ as an individual that a law 
enforcement officer has reasonable suspicion of involvement in a terrorist offence, with an 

‘investigative interview’/’interrogation’ as the formal questioning of the suspect by one or more 
police officers following the suspect’s arrest. This paper aims to develop the internal coherence 

of rapport approaches in interviews with terrorist suspects by providing a review of how and 

why rapport underpins successful police interrogations with suspected terrorists. We examine 

the much misunderstood and ill defined concept of rapport and how recent recent research has 

observed and measured rapport in operational field settings. We then examine the conceptual 

basis of an emerging research and training tool, ORBIT, and outline the reasons why rapport and 

tools such as ORBIT should be effective in (i) reducing counter interrogation tactics and (ii) 

increasing the amount of evidence and information generated. The review concludes by 

acknowledging the practical implications this has for interrogation and human intelligence 

practices. 
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suspect, particularly suspected terrorists. We define a ‘terrorist suspect’ as an individual that a law 

enforcement officer has reasonable suspicion of involvement in a terrorist offence, with an 

‘investigative interview’/’interrogation’ 1
 as the formal questioning of the suspect by one or more 

police officers following the suspect’s arrest. This paper aims to develop the internal coherence of 
rapport approaches in interviews with terrorist suspects by providing a review of how and why 

rapport underpins successful police interrogations with suspected terrorists. We examine the 

much misunderstood and ill defined concept of rapport and how recent research has observed 

and measured rapport in operational field settings. We then examine the conceptual basis of an 

emerging research and training tool, ORBIT, and outline the reasons why rapport and tools such as 

ORBIT should be effective in (i) reducing counter interrogation tactics and (ii) increasing the 

amount of evidence and information generated. The review concludes by acknowledging the 

practical implications this has for interrogation and human intelligence practices. 

 

‘My dear son, don’t be so sweet that people swallow you up, nor so bitter that they spit you out’ 
- The Wisdom of Luqman 

 

‘You do the ‘rapport bit’ at the beginning and then I’ll get on with questioning him’  
- Police interviewer to co-interviewer in preparing for an interrogation 

 

Connection, not correction 
 

 During the War on Terror, the CIA’s operations subjected hundreds of suspected terrorists 
to harsh interrogation techniques, which were often criticised as constituting torture. Now, the 

Senate Intelligence Committee’s report on the operation has made it clearer than ever that the 

CIA used many forms of ‘enhanced interrogation’ to elicit information and that these harsh 
methods simply did not yield the intended results. Though a minority of individuals from various 

defense and police agencies have argued that these methods confer short term tactical 

advantages, Alison et al. (2013) highlight that there is no evidence for such short term apparent 

gain. Instead, they argue that there is compelling evidence that coercion, torture and the 

attempted debasement and humiliation of suspects creates significant long term disadvantages. 

For example, Dreher, Gassebner, and Siemers (2010) found that terrorist attacks frequently 

emerge subsequent to human rights violations (including torture). As such, these long term 

disadvantages may serve to elevate future threats, without securing significant life-saving 

intelligence. 

In recent decades, the importance of rapport in interrogations (as an alternative to 

coercion) has become a clear focus of attention for academics and practitioners. In the United 

Kingdom (UK) rapport is considered vital in police interviews and is included in the ‘Engage and 
Explain’ phase of the PEACE investigative interview model. It is the second step of Scotland’s PRICE 
model (Caproni, 2008) and in the United States of America (USA), the Federal Bureau of 

Investigation (FBI) considers rapport as the basis for the interrogation of suspects (Shawyer, Milne, 

& Bull, 2009). In both the UK and US the literature has highlighted that building rapport with 

witnesses increases the amount of accurate information generated (Collins, Lincoln, & Frank, 

2005; Holmberg, 2004; Vallano & Schreiber Compo, 2011). More recently, attention has turned to 

suspect interview outcomes (Meissner et al., 2012 and see below) Despite these promising 

research findings, in the first author’s 20 years experience of working in the area many 

                                                        
1
 We use the terms ‘interview’ and ‘interrogation’ and ‘interviewer’ and ‘interrogator’ interchangeably to reflect the UK and US 

terminology 
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interrogators (as well as academics) still struggle to define rapport, do not consider what its 

component parts are and do not have a clear idea of why it might work. In practise, it is often 

confused with being nice or is erroneously considered as being something that can be done in the 

first few minutes of an interrogation - after which the ‘real’ business of interrogations can occur. 
Vanderhallen and Vervaeke (2014) state that: (i) rapport enhances suspects’ cooperation during 
interviews and (ii) building rapport and enhancing cooperation elicits more accurate information 

from suspects. However, as yet, neither issue has been empirically demonstrated nor 

operationalised by reference to any specific research within field settings. As such, the following 

questions require further academic and operational attention. 

- Definition - what is rapport and, specifically, its constituent parts? 

- Efficacy - what effect, if any, does it have and is it better than more coercive methods?  

- Application - what critical issues emerge when applying rapport based approaches to 

terrorist suspect interrogations? Once identified, can interrogators be trained in rapport 

based methods? 

 By examining these key questions this paper seeks to develop the internal coherence of 

rapport based methods, specifically in relation to improving interrogative practises with terrorist 

suspects. 

 

 Definition - what is rapport and, specifically, its constituent parts? There have been 

various fairly loose interpretations of rapport. For example, it has been described as a relationship 

characterised by harmony and empathy (Sandoval & Adams, 2001), or as a professional 

relationship between two parties (Clarke & Milne, 2001) but, in a recent review, Vanderhallen and 

Vervaeke (2014) explain that rapport suffers conceptual and theoretical weaknesses due to the 

inconsistency within which rapport is referred. These weaknesses impede the general 

understanding of what interviewers should do to establish rapport. These authors argue that the 

most comprehensive theoretical framework to date, proposed by Tickle-Denegen and Rosenthal 

(1990), focuses on behavioural and affective aspects of rapport, and touches upon interactions 

between clinicians and clients. According to this framework, rapport has three main components: 

mutual attention, positivity, and coordination. Mutual attention is the degree of involvement or 

engagement that interactants experience. According to Abbe and Brandon (2013) mutual 

attentiveness is a necessary condition before positivity or coordination can be established or the 

interview can proceed to more substantive issues. Positivity is often referred to as ‘unconditional 
positive regard’ in therapeutic contexts (Rogers, 1957) although ‘unconditional neutral regard’ has 
been identified as being more realistic in certain clinical contexts (Willshire & Brodsky, 2001). 

Abbe and Brandon (2013) argue that mutual respect, which appears less often in the clinical 

literature, may be a more useful foundation of positivity in interrogative settings as it encourages 

suspect agency in settings often characterised by strong power differential and differences in 

perceived status. Coordination refers to the degree to which interactants behaviour is 

synchronised and according to Abbe and Brandon (2013) this may manifest as synchrony, 

complementarity or convergence between partners’ behaviour. These authors propose a further 
cognitive dimension, in the form of shared understanding which describes a common mental 

model of the situation, interactants roles and/or goals for the interaction.  

 Due to the various interpretations of rapport that exist and the relatively embryonic stage 

of research which seeks to define its component parts, it does raise the question of how we 

should observe and measure rapport – specifically within the context of interrogations and human 

intelligence operations. Many studies (outside of the interrogation literature) that have attempted 

to do so have used either post-session measurements or in-session observations. Post-session 

measurement consists of simply asking whether rapport was present (Clarke & Milne, 2001; 
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Collins, Lincoln, & Frank, 2005). Studies that have aimed to obtain more extensive insight using 

this approach have also incorporated the ‘bond scale’ of the Working Alliance Inventory (Sharpley 
& Ridgway, 1992) and operationalized Tickle-Degnen and Rosenthal’s model (Holmberg & 
Madsen, 2010). Other studies have observed and measured rapport during interview sessions, 

often by observers coding the degree of perceived rapport every minute (this is specifically 

evident in the counselling arena; Sharpley & Ridgway, 1992). Despite these efforts to observe and 

measure rapport, recent reviews indicate that there is a dearth of valid measurement tools to 

describe rapport or measure its effect in interrogations (Abbe & Brandon, 2013; Vanderhallen & 

Vervaeke, 2014).  

  

Observing Rapport-Based Interpersonal Techniques (ORBIT) to generate useful 

information from terrorists 
 

 Alison et al. (2013) have recently developed a coding framework that is able to reliably and 

efficiently measure rapport at a macro level that focuses on the global atmosphere of 

communication. The ORBIT tool consists of two independent measures: one based on motivational 

interviewing (MI) skills (Miller & Rollnick, 1992) and the other on the interpersonal behaviour 

circle (IBC: Leary, 1955). It has achieved a high level of inter-rater reliability and has successfully 

been used to measure interactions between police interrogators and terrorist suspects and the 

amount of useful information (yield) generated (Alison et al., 2013). In the following discussion we 

revisit the conceptual basis of the ORBIT tool, specifically, as it applies to and can impact on 

terrorist suspect interrogations. 

 

Building rapport through Motivational Interviewing. In a series of studies within the 

counselling arena Alison et al (2013) highlighted many of the global principles of motivational 

interviewing (MI) as a key reference point for successful interrogations. Rollnick and Miller (1995) 

explain that MI is defined as “a directive, client-centred counselling style for eliciting behaviour 

change by helping clients to explore and resolve ambivalence” (p. 25). MI is founded on empathy 

and autonomy with the therapist engaging with the client through an environment of reflective 

listening and attentiveness. In particular the therapist must resist the urge to try and change the 

client, his (or her) behaviours or his (or her) views. The therapist must resist what Miller and 

Rollnick call the ‘righting reflex’ – an almost automatic propensity to adjust the client’s thoughts 
feelings or actions. Instead, change needs to come (if the client is contemplating change in the first 

place) from within. The key then is to provide a permissive environment to allow change. MI skills 

are used to reflect back the clients’ perception of their problems, using the client’s own speech 
and language as a means of clarifying intent. Throughout, the therapist develops an idea of 

‘where’ a client sits on the stages of change continuum (e.g. Prochaska & DiClemente, 1986), what 
kinds of resistance may emerge, and the client’s readiness for change (Martino et al., 2006). MI is 
fundamentally concerned with helping clients to make a decision to change, by “resolving 
ambivalence which is seen as a stumbling block in changing complex, intractable behaviours that 

have both costs and benefits” (Moyers, 2014, p358). MI is not a series of tactics ‘used’ on a client, 

but rather is a genuine, and relational collaboration between the therapist and client, where 

clients’ ideas about change are drawn out, and the autonomy of the client is emphasised (Miller & 
Rollnick, 2009). MI has assisted in treating a wide range of problems in health care and therapeutic 

communities (Barnett, Sussman, Smith, Rohrbach, & Spruijt-Metz, 2012; Erickson, Gerstle, & 

Feldstein, 2005; Rubak, Sandbaek, Lauritzen, & Christensen, 2005), as well as broader applications 

in behavioural change (Miller & Rollnick, 2002) and psychological services (Arkowitz, Westra, 
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Miller, & Rollnick, 2008). Hemphill & Hart (2002) for example, advocate the use of MI for 

individuals in precontemplation or contemplation stages of change to help foster readiness and 

willingness to engage in treatment and facilitate progression towards action and maintenance 

stages of change. More than 200 clinical trials, efficacy reviews, and meta-analyses of MI have 

been conducted – with nearly all  demonstrating the efficacy of MI in the treatment of a range of 

health problems, including the management of issues as diverse as chronic mental disorder and 

diabetes, cardiovascular rehabilitation, problem gambling, and substance use disorders (Miller & 

Rose, 2009). MI has also been observed as effective in business management and retail (Gremler 

& Gwinner, 2008), education (Braithwaite, Spray, & Warburton, 2011; Reinke, Herman, & Sprick, 

2011), and organisational psychology (Harakas, 2013).  

 

Interpersonal Behaviour Circle  
 

 The Interpersonal Behaviour Circle (IBC) model is based on Leary and Coffey’s (1954) 
argument that personality should not be considered in isolation but rather in the context of how 

people relate to one another. As such the IBC can be defined as a dynamic and dyadic model of 

inter relating in which interactions between individuals can be illustrated by reference to a circular 

ordering across two dimensions (love-hate and power-submission). Birtchnell’s (2002) 
rearticulation of the IBC was applied within therapeutic settings in which he argued that there 

were adaptive and maladaptive variants of the circle (thus authority, passivity, challenge and 

collaboration could be done adaptively or maladaptively). For example, one could challenge 

someone in a manner which was frank forthright and critical (adaptive) or one could be attacking, 

punitive, and sarcastic (maladaptive challenge). Further, he argued that effective therapists are 

interpersonally versatile and can utilize a range of adaptive interpersonal competencies (from 

cooperative to challenging styles and authoritative to passive styles) dependant on the interaction 

style of the client (i.e., applying the right style at the right time). That is, effective therapists were 

conditionally sensitive to the interpersonal requirements of the context within which they were 

operating. Simpson, Orina, and Ickes (2003) argue that this is a function of one’s capacity for 
empathic accuracy, that is, how well the therapist genuinely understands the client. For more than 

50 years variants of Leary’s original model have been used to describe dyadic interactions in 
therapy, emotional states, doctors’ interactions with patients, and even interactions between 
primates (Birtchnell, 2002). 

Curiously, though, there have been few efforts to systematically define the skills of 

effective (vs. ineffective) interpersonal functioning or the relationship between these skills and the 

very many studies that have illustrated the efficacy of client-centred, rapport based approaches in 

counselling. Our approach takes a ‘skills based’ approach to this issue by carefully defining both 
adaptive and maladaptive variants of interpersonal behaviours and, by reference to these, 

examining their influence over lengthy sequences of intense and challenging interactions in which 

there are severe constraints on what might be considered an ideal therapeutic ‘positive’ 
environment. This would include situations in which an individual’s personal liberty is removed 
and where, it might be argued, their worldview is diametrically opposed to the individual trying to 

form a rapport-based interaction. 

Further, and consistent with work within the counselling arena rapport appears to be 

multi-faceted and more than the provision of humanistic, person centred features such as 

autonomy, acceptance and empathy. Instead, it appears to be strongly mediated by the 

interpersonal skills of the therapist. Indeed, research indicates that sometimes therapists can 

commit to a behaviour that might be considered antithetical to humanistic, person centred 

approaches (i.e., challenging a client’s sense of autonomy, being less accepting) if they are 
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especially interpersonally skilled. Miller and Rollnick also indicate that rapport is not a simple set 

of ‘off the peg’ humanistic techniques ‘applied’ to clients but rather that they require sensitive, 
adaptative and versatile responses. Moreover, certain therapeutic interactions and the harsh but 

real circumstances of dealing with individuals that may abuse drugs, or who are violent can 

frustrate ideal conditions for client-centred approaches. For example, in more extreme cases 

clients or patients might be contained, potentially against their will in special hospitals. This is in 

direct conflict with principles of personal choice and autonomy. Alternatively, they find 

themselves on mandatory programs that are legal requirements (for example conditions that 

relate to supervised access to children). In such cases it is not possible (nor desirable) to provide 

fully autonomous choices. This applies to terrorist suspects as they cannot be given complete 

autonomy in interrogations (they can choose not to talk but they cannot choose to leave and 

cannot choose not to hear questions). As such, although rapport is a necessary precondition for 

effective interviewing it is not sufficient. Our aim has been to  include in the repertoire of 

behaviours those interpersonal skills that can impede or facilitate alliances despite some 

restrictions around humanistic ideals and where there are clear end goals that are in the interest 

of society more widely (as well as, potentially and ultimately, in the interest of the interviewee). 

Thus, the ORBIT approach conceptualises and measures rapport in terms of empathy, 

open-mindedness, respectfulness and empowerment of the suspect (MI), and also measures 

interpersonal adaptive and maladaptive interviewing behaviours (IBC). It consists of five global 

approaches (acceptance, empathy, adaptation, evocation, and autonomy, see Table 1) and the 

observation of dyadic interactions between interrogator and suspect (and, occasionally their 

solicitor/attorney if there is sufficient behaviour to work with in regards their legal advisor). Based 

on the MI literature, the global approaches present ways in which rapport emerges and the coding 

framework enables a set of measurable categories that allow us to observe whether the skills used 

to build and sustain rapport have been used. Detailed descriptions are provided in our previous 

papers but, in essence, each interaction is coded according to all aspects of maladaptive and 

adaptive behaviour (on the part of suspect and interrogator) as well as whether the MI 

approaches have been used at all (present/absent) and then whether they have been use 

effectively (consistent with MI), or ineffectively (inconsistent or contrary to MI). 

 

Table 1 showing simplified definitions and examples of measures used to observe and define 

rapport (shortened definitions) 

Measure Definition 

Acceptance MI Consistent: The communication of unconditional positive 

regard/respect for the detainee; it does not mean agreeing with the 

detainee or condoning or being complicit with their views, behaviours, 

ideologies or political or religious views. The interviewer must strive to ‘see 
the good’ in the detainee as a human-being despite whatever behaviour 

he/she is suspected of participating in. 

 

Inconsistent: The interviewer leaks judgement about the detainee (in 

terms of guilt, behaviours or ideologies). 

 

Empathy Consistent: The interviewer makes an effort to understand the detainee’s 
perspective, expressed through reflective listening. Empathy is a strategy 

that seeks genuine understanding of another person’s motives, perspective 
or position that they find themselves in. 

Inconsistent: The interviewer makes little or no effort to understand the 
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detainee’s perspective and uses little or no reflective listening. Fails to 
show any genuine consideration their short, medium or long term 

situation. 

 

Adaptation Consistent: The interviewer is able to adapt to responses by the suspect 

and manage a fluid format, with timeline jumps and deviations from the 

interview plan. They are able to go along with the chosen topic choices of 

the suspect albeit recognise when there are distractions or deliberate 

efforts to move off difficult topics. We commonly refer to effective 

adaptation as being able to ‘follow the rabbit’ as opposed to ‘chasing a red 
herring’ when a detainee keeps throwing in redundant or already well 
known information (see section on counter interrogation strategies). 

 

Inconsistent: The interviewer is unable to adapt to responses by the 

suspect and, instead, rigidly sticks to topics that they have planned for. 

They are unable to go along with the chosen topic choices of the suspect 

nor recognise when there are distractions or deliberate efforts to move off 

difficult topics.  

 

Evocation Consistent: The interviewer is able to draw out the beliefs and views of the 

detainee rather than imposing their own views, suspicions, or advice.  The 

interviewer is curious and patient and does not ‘leak’ assumptions about 
beliefs, thoughts or feelings of the detainee nor of the innocence or guilt of 

the detainee. 

 

Inconsistent: The interviewer is unable to draw out the beliefs and views of 

the detainee. Instead, they may impose their own views, suspicions, or 

advice.  

 

Autonomy Consistent: Interviewer provides personal autonomy for the detainee, 

including reinforcing their choice to talk or cooperate, their right to legal 

advice, choice of topics to talk about, and so on. There is an absence of 

force, coercion or efforts to persuade or influence. The concept is one of 

‘leaving a door open’ rather than trying to force someone through it. 
 

Inconsistent: The interviewer provides little or no personal autonomy for 

the detainee.  This may include a formulaic expression of the right to 

silence alongside efforts to exert control over topics (‘we aren’t here to 
talk about that’) or behaviours (‘you must sit down’). There is an 
atmosphere of force, coercion, and efforts to persuade influence or 

rationalise why the suspect/detainee should behave in a particular way.  

The concept is one of ‘shutting doors on the detainee’ and trying to force 
them through it. 
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Efficacy – what effect, if any, does it have and is it better than more coercive 

methods? 
 

 The following section provides an overview of recent work (Alison et al., 2013; Alison et al., 

2014a; 2014b) that has modeled the application of ORBIT to interrogations in operational field 

settings. This set of studies was the first to break down rapport into both broad approaches to the 

‘treatment of the detainee’ (in terms of acceptance, empathy, adaptation, evocation and 
autonomy as well as the interpersonal interaction between detainee and interrogator). In 

addition, and by reference to many discussions with police interrogators, the ORBIT studies 

operationally defined what constituted a successful interrogation (again, in terms of its 

component parts) by focusing on (i) increasing engagement from the detainee and reducing 

disengagement strategies (including ‘no comments’) and (ii) increasing information and 
evidentially useful material. As such, these studies measured the extent to which detainees 

revealed details of people, locations, actions and times as well as the capability, opportunity and 

motivation for the commission, preparation, or instigation of a terrorist act(s).  

Thus, ORBIT has been informed by several interdisciplinary approaches, including political 

science, psychology, ethics and counselling, with its overarching emphasis on adopting humane, 

ethically sound, non-coercive and legislatively compliant professional approaches to arrest, 

custody, interview, and post interview management. Moreover, it is directed at exploring what 

works in securing information, engagement from suspects and evidence. ORBIT has been informed 

by a knowledge of: (i) the socio-political errors of the past with respect to the management of 

detainees (and the negative repercussions of those errors); (ii) the legislative and procedural 

developments in police interviewing (specifically PACE in the UK, 1984), the so called PEACE, 

Cognitive Interviewing and Conversation Management Models of ‘best practise’; (iii) ethically 
sound counselling methods that have empirically demonstrated the influence of non-coercive 

methods of stimulating engagement and generating information as superior to coercive or high 

pressure tactics (specifically MI) and (iv) so called naturalistic decision making (NDM) approaches 

in the examination of high stake, complex, ambiguous, real world, multivariate phenomena. The 

coding framework enables the observation and assessment of the elements that help define 

rapport (refer back to Table 1) in addition to the interpersonal means by which these are achieved 

(or not), with respect to their effect on specific outcome variables in the context of investigative 

interviewing. The ORBIT tool therefore provides a means by which investigative interviewing 

techniques can be operationally measured, as can their effects on both increasing information and 

reducing counter interrogation tactics (CITs) used by terrorist suspects. Whilst this does not lend 

itself to a critical diagnostic evaluation of investigative strategies in generating truthful and false 

confessions as is enabled by laboratory studies (Meissner et al., 2012) it does provide an 

ecologically valid view of positive and negative outcomes in real-world field studies and 

interrogative settings. These outcomes have considerable operational significance and can be used 

to train police officers and to help them evaluate their own interrogative practises.  

                                               

ORBIT and MI. When examining the potential efficacy of ORBIT and MI it is important to 

consider the extent to which ORBIT and MI overlap. There are four elements that overlap directly: 

(i) Goal directed 

 MI is goal directed, and is oriented to promoting change in specific target behaviours. 

ORBIT is also goal directed, with its focus on a search for the truth, achieving best evidence and 

save life as the key priority (whether that be the detainee’s, the officers involved and/or the 

public) with the ‘save life’ priority trumping all other directives. 
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(ii) Non - accusatory 

 MI adopts a non-accusatory challenge approach in response to inconsistencies, 

ambivalence and discrepancies. Similarly, ORBIT proposes a non-judgmental, non-accusatory 

approach to challenging inconsistent information (in order to highlight areas worthy of further 

consideration and to provide a permissive environment for truth telling behaviour). 

(iii)  Non-coercive 

 MI does not incorporate any form of coercion, force, rational persuasion, manipulation 

efforts at influence or the exertion of external pressure, but rather enables the generation of 

internal pressure (where and if it exists) within the client by drawing out incongruent beliefs. 

Likewise, ORBIT consistent approaches do not seek to manipulate, persuade or coerce but rather 

provide a permissive environment for internal conflict to emerge (should it exist). This is a key 

feature since if the truth is that the suspect knows nothing, is not guilty and can provide no 

information, there will be no perceived pressure. If the suspect is strongly ossified and committed, 

there will also not likely be a ‘result’ or much (if any) reduction in disengagement from the 
interrogation process as well as very little (if any) information forthcoming. Instead, in conditions 

where the suspect is culpable and has useful intelligence of information and is either ready to talk 

or ambivalent, then ORBIT related approaches should generate internal pressure to (i) engage 

with the interrogator, and (ii) discuss pertinent and relevant information.   

(iv)  Free choice 

 MI accepts that the client has complete free choice in their deliberations around any 

changes he/she may or may not wish to make. In accordance with investigative interviewing, the 

interviewee’s right to silence entirely implies or acknowledges that any information provided is 
within the interviewee’s own free will and choice. However, within the context of investigative 

interviews it is incumbent on the interrogator to try and explain the consequences of the detainee 

deliberately withholding information or lying. For example, the adverse inference clause in the UK 

indicates that a jury can be asked to consider why a suspect exerted their right to silence in an 

interview if, and should the case go to court that they then rely on information that they could 

have explained at the time of the initial interview. Commonly, solicitors/attorneys as a default 

position (at least in the UK), urge clients to ‘no comment’ but, in the light of specific evidence, it 
may actually be in the client’s best interests to talk. Interrogators need to take a direct and honest 
approach in this regard and seek to explain all of these potential consequences.  

  

Why (and When) Does it Work?  

  

 Ambivalence. Miller and Rollnick argue that ‘ambivalence’ is a stage in the process of 
behavioural change. In the context of terrorist suspect interrogations, we argue that ‘ambivalence’ 
could refer both to suspects’ deliberation of whether or not to provide information. In turn, the 
process of ambivalence consists of weighing up the costs and benefits to a decision (decisional 

balance). By using the examples of a seesaw or balance to illustrate this, Miller and Rollnick 

suggest that an individual may experience competing motivations when making decisions because 

costs and benefits are associated with both sides of the conflict. They acknowledge that an 

individual is not always consciously aware of the decision balancing process, or even if he or she is 

aware, they will not necessarily proceed towards making rational decisions. When a suspect is 

questioned, they are faced with a decision of whether or not to share information truthfully (this, 

if they have any to give). When considering this in the context of innocent suspects then it is 

important to understand that MI should not generate an increased likelihood of self-incriminating 

information, because there is no internal ambivalence for the interviewer to work with. Therefore 

the use of MI is in the best of interest of the suspect. In contrast, if an innocent suspect is 
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interrogated in such a way that is forceful,  they may feel pressure to provide the desired 

information for the purpose of ending the coercive strategies impinged upon them, and not 

because they face internal ambivalence. It must therefore be questioned why non-MI strategies 

are used in interrogations if they are likely to generate an increased likelihood of self-incriminating 

information. In cases where a suspect is guilty and they are reluctant to provide information, then 

MI will induce ambivalence. Thus, MI will not increase a greater likelihood of confession unless it is 

already an internal cognition. The use of approaches that do not treat suspects with respect and 

morality, ultimately do not encourage the autonomy of the suspect and do not attempt to 

empathize with the suspect. Such approaches will inevitably shut suspects down and gives them 

little choice but to stay silent or deny involvement. MI is wedded to the idea of autonomy (albeit 

constrained with terrorist suspects), and this includes the suspects’ right to silence as well as their 
right to speak. So, it may be the case that some suspects wish to say nothing. It is important to 

highlight here that the use of MI in police interrogations moves away from coercive interrogation 

methods, which we shortly touch upon.  

 Reactance. Miller and Rollnick argue that when the idea of change is forced upon an 

individual, it is not uncommon for them to engage in the ‘problem behaviour’ to a much greater 
extent in order to exert their freedom. Reactance is key here, because the harder the 

therapist/interviewer ‘pushes’ the client/suspect into providing information when they are not 

motivated to do so, this elicits ‘pushback’ and resistance (Moyers, 2014). Therefore we consider 
that an oppressive and coercive interrogation would encourage resistance. We argue that there is 

no need for oppressive methods to be used as a way in which to encourage resistance because if 

the suspect has any information to divulge, internal ambivalence will already be present from the 

moment the suspects enters the interview room and MI aims to resolve such ambivalence.   

 Not all suspects will provide the desired information as a means by which to end the 

coercive interrogation (irrespective of whether they are guilty or not), but rather it is expected 

that many suspects will be good at resisting if they have been carefully selected and trained by 

their organisation to strongly resist (Hoffman, 2006). It is possible that innocent suspects may be 

perceived as good resisters even if they have nothing to hide. It is also possible that trying to exert 

coercive strategies for ‘being unwilling to change’ or not providing any intelligence may increase 
the attractiveness of this problematic behaviour to the suspect (Psychological Reactance Theory; 

Brehm & Brehm, 1981). Getting ‘stuck’ in ambivalence can be difficult to resolve without 

facilitation, and importantly, resolving ambivalence is critical to change. However, any attempts to 

force resolution in a particular direction can actually strengthen the behaviour and response that 

was intended to be diminished. We argue, that using MI will facilitate the interviewer in resolving 

this ambivalence  

 

The terrorist mind set 
 

 Academics from a variety of disciplines have written about the terrorist mind set. Although 

Victoroff and Adelman (2012) caution that this research literature lacks empirical data and 

rigorous analytical procedures they nevertheless argue that it provides a sound starting point for 

considering why individuals resort to political violence. Victoroff and Adelman (2012) provide a 

classification and critical review of approaches to the psychology of terrorism which includes 

individuals factors (including theories drawn from both abnormal and normal psychology), group 

dynamics and socio-political factors. As such, there are a wealth of theoretical frameworks which 

can be drawn upon for fertile application to the present discussion, specifically, factors which help 

us to understand why and when ambivalence or reactance may occur in interrogative settings. Our 

position is that terrorists may be more ambivalent about what they have done or wish to do and 
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may actually be far less ossified than we may think. In addition, coercive interrogative strategies 

are likely to ossify them more. 

 As a starting point we would challenge the view, espoused via the media, of the fanatic 

who is unwilling to share information with interrogators whatever the personal cost to themselves 

for the benefit of the greater good. Whilst qualitative analysis of terrorist biographies or 

interviews reveal limited narratives which serve to justify political violence (e.g. Sarangi and 

Alison, 2005) it is difficult to isolate individual views from socio-political discourse. As researchers 

we have very little access to what or how individuals’ really think. The research evidence does not 

however support the view of fanatics, but rather that many members of organised terror groups 

are ‘normal people’ (Silke, 1998).  
Rational choice perspectives have been applied to terrorism and whilst their suitability in 

explaining why someone becomes a terrorist is challenged (as terrorism is such a low base rate 

activity) Victoroff (2005) argues such approaches can help provide a theoretical framework for 

understanding terrorist decision making in various conditions. For example, game theoretical 

approaches such as Sandler and Arce (2003) shed light on strategic choices that are made in 

everyday terrorist decision making as rational responses to perceived constraints. These authors 

outline the strengths of modern game theory for revealing factors theoretically underlying 

terrorist behaviour. For example, game theory (i) helps discover the strategic implications when 

each side acts according to its ‘best guess’ about how the other side thinks, (ii) incorporates the 

impact of threats and promises for each side, (iii) takes advantage of the observation that ‘players’ 
tend to maximise goals subject to constraints, (iv) helps predict outcomes in bargaining over 

demands, and (v) acknowledges the impact of uncertainty or incomplete information on all of the 

above. Such strategic choices can be applied to the microeconomic level, including terrorists’ 
decision making in interrogative settings. We argue that rapport building approaches which 

encourage empathy and autonomy and have information sharing as the primary interrogative goal 

will radically shift suspects’ perceptions of interview constraints and enable terrorists to reassess 
their personal goals within interrogative settings. Further, these approaches may positively 

challenge terrorists’ ‘best guess’ about how interrogators think, will help interrogators identify 
factors influencing suspects’ strategic choices, enable interrogators to examine areas of 
uncertainty or misinformation, and therefore potentially influence suspects’ perception of threats 
and promises in interrogative settings. According to rational choice perspectives, short termist 

thinking or impulsive behaviour (which may apply particularly to younger terrorist suspects) is also 

analysed at a microeconomic level (e.g. Cornish and Clarke, 1987). Thurman & Mullins (2011) 

observed that some terrorists are unable to model the future very well and have a degree of 

impulsivity that prevents them from appreciating alternative strategies, which may help them to 

express their grievances. Rapport building approaches are likely to help terrorists review their 

goals whereas coercive interrogations may limit such opportunities. 

Individual and group factors are also likely to influence strategic choices made during 

interrogative settings. Contemporary aetiological thinking focuses on ‘vulnerabilities’ to terrorism 
which may be viewed as ‘factors that point to some people having a greater openness to increased 
engagement than others’ (Horgan, 2005, p101). Borum (2010) refers to these vulnerabilities as 

possible sources of motivation or as mechanisms for acquiring or hardening one’s ideology and 
that three commonly occurring vulnerabilities are (i) perceived injustice/humiliation, (ii) need for 

identity, and (iii) need for belonging (Borum, 2004). These vulnerabilities find support from a 

variety of theorists and researchers (see Victoroff, 2005; and Victoroff & Adelman, 2012 for an 

excellent critical review). Coercive interrogation strategies will arguably cause reactance and 

increased CITs in terrorist suspects whose motivation stems from perceived injustice as coercive 

strategies may heighten a suspects’ sense of injustice or humiliation and serve to ossify individuals 
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even further. In contrast, rapport based approaches will more likely enable interviewees to assess 

perceived injustice/humiliation particularly as they may relate to ambivalence or perceived costs 

and benefits of cooperating with interrogators. Further, Vanderhallen and Vervaeke (2014) make 

the point that psychologists should invest time in understanding the individual circumstances of 

terrorism cases as in some countries individuals experience coercive pressure towards terrorism. 

Such individuals may perceive injustice/humiliation at the hands of their terrorist group as well as 

their interrogators. As such, these individuals are likely to experience complex ambivalence 

towards sharing or not sharing information with interrogators. Coercive interrogative strategies 

may miss opportunities to examine these internal conflicts in interrogative settings. Social identify 

theory and related perspectives (e.g. Grant & Brown, 1995; Tajfel & Turner, 1979) provide a 

theoretical springboard which helps highlight the importance of in and out group identities in 

driving collective political action. Crenshaw (1988) argues that active terrorists are often initially 

attracted to the group rather than to an abstract ideology or to violence. For those individuals who 

gain a sense of identity or belonging through terrorist group membership coercive interrogative 

strategies are likely to reinforce an individuals’ group identity and polarize in and out group 
differences. As such, an interrogator’s failure to demonstrate empathy or active listening may 
represent a failed opportunity to challenge perceived group differences that suspects have 

developed through experience, recruitment and radicalisation.  

In summary, we argue that rapport building strategies that focus on information sharing 

increase opportunities for internal conflicts or ambivalence to be revealed during interrogative 

settings. Whereas coercive strategies, which aim to increase anxiety in interrogative settings, may 

serve to cement terrorist ideology further. Such approaches aim to reveal anxiety based cues to 

deception but these may not be as effective if terrorists are trained for interrogation, and have 

psychological processes (such as in and out group identity formation) built up against sharing 

information. Failures to demonstrate empathy, active listening and encourage autonomy may 

mean that out group identities are polarized and suspects become more rigid and less co-

operative. Whilst this represent a first attempt to examine how aetiological models may interact 

with interrogative style and outcomes we believe this is a fruitful avenue for future research and 

would encourage further theoretical and empirical development in this area. 

 

Why coercion does not work 
 

The importance of many of the significant reforms to interviewing practise in the UK have 

been a response to a number of key national and international cases that have generated debate 

and discussion on the legitimacy of torture or coercion for the ‘greater good’. The use of coercive 
strategies within the context of interviewing terrorist suspects has become highly debateable, 

particularly due to the professional and moral issues raised and its efficacy for eliciting relevant 

and reliable information. In order to further articulate why rapport is effective in interrogations, 

we need to reflect upon how coercive interrogation practices have taken precedent and why 

rapport can address the limitations and challenges of coercion.  

 

 Coercive interrogations challenged. Coercive, heavy handed practises are founded on the 

provocative ‘philosophical/quasi moral’ view that the abuse of one individual is worth it in order 
to save the lives of many. However, the current battle with terrorist threats from militant Islamist 

organisations has elicited a re-evaluation of safeguarding and police practices in suspect 

interviewing. For example, the failure of the UK government to extradite Abu Qatada (2012) was 

due to the way in which the extradition was called into question. Specifically, it was argued that 

the evidence used to support the crimes for which Qatada was convicted of in Jordan was 
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obtained through the use of torture. Other notable cases include the rendition of Abdul Hakim 

Belhadj (who took legal action against the UK government for the barbaric treatment and illegal 

rendition of his pregnant wife and himself after they had sought asylum in the UK) to Libya in 2004 

and the case of the Tipton Three (2004). In the latter case, the allegation was that British 

authorities were aware of and were culpable for their treatment at Guantanamo Bay prison. The 

suspects were allegedly subjected to torture and mistreatment, which resulted in them making 

false confessions. After an assessment of their interrogations, the three men were repatriated to 

the UK and released without charge the following day. Such cases and others documented at Abu 

Ghraib (2004) have led to negative, long lasting effects and effective propaganda for terrorist 

ideologies. Furthermore, there has been no evidence to suggest that such techniques obtained 

any significant ‘lifesaving’ intelligence. There is also the emerging view that the Central 
Intelligence Agency (CIA) may redact previous claims that these ‘enhanced’ interrogation practises 
(which some claim are simply thinly veiled excuses for torture) were effective. Other keynote UK 

cases include the investigation of IRA related terrorism, the Birmingham Six, Guildford Four, and 

the Maguire Seven (1975), in addition to the detention and interrogation of Binyam Mohammed 

(Lankford, 2009). One of the most contested cases to date concerns the techniques used to obtain 

the intelligence that enabled the materialization of ‘Operation Neptune Spear’ (which resulted in 
the death of Osama bin Laden). It was reported that the ‘best’ intelligence that led to discovering 

bin Laden was in fact gathered through standard non-coercive means from a CIA detainee. The 

enhanced interrogation techniques that were used on Khalid Sheikh Mohammed, who was 

presumed to begin the trail to discovering bin Laden, had actually produced false and misleading 

information (Mukasey, 2011).  

Coercion has become a part of the interrogation process in countries such as the US, with 

the purpose of obtaining valuable information from a suspect. However, the use of coercion poses 

ethical and morally challenging concerns, particularly as using coercive strategies could easily get 

out of control (Costanzo & Gerrity, 2009). Furthermore, many survivors of torture explain that 

they intentionally provide false information in order to stop the torture (Harbury, 2005; Mayer, 

2005). This suggests a different motivation for which an individual will share information and this 

should challenge the use of coercive strategies in interrogations. It would appear that securing a 

false confession sometimes holds priority, above and beyond both the welfare of the suspect and 

gaining accurate and truthful evidence. 

 

Why coercion misses the point. Building upon the controversial issues related to the 

historical cases mentioned, we now consider why coercion is inappropriate and ineffective in an 

interrogation. Recent research has compared the efficacy of accusatorial methods in suspect 

interrogations to information-gathering methods in generating true and false confessions. 

Accusatorial and coercive methods (used in the US) employ techniques such as psychological 

manipulation, closed questions, and gaining control in order to obtain a confession from a suspect. 

In contrast, information-gathering methods (used in the UK) uses direct positive confrontation, 

exploratory questions, and seeks to establish rapport in order to obtain information in an 

investigative interview (Evans et al., 2013). Notably, Meissner, Redlich, Bhatt, and Brandon (2012) 

conducted meta-analytic comparisons of both techniques in 5 field studies and 12 experimental 

studies. It was found that in the field studies, both approaches were more likely to elicit a 

confession from suspects in comparison to direct questioning methods. However amongst 

laboratory studies, information gathering approaches led to more true confessions and fewer false 

confessions in comparison to accusatorial methods. Although there was a small sample of both 

field and laboratory studies, Meissner et al. (2012) recommended that law enforcement agencies 

should consider adopting information-gathering approaches to interrogation. Research with 
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convicted offenders has also revealed that when interviewed using a more humanitarian 

approach, offenders are more likely to confess (Holmberg & Christianson, 2002). In a recent 

empirical evaluation of intelligence-gathering interrogation techniques advocated by the United 

States Army Field manual, Evans et al. (2014) found that positive and negative emotional 

approaches significantly increased the information provided by guilty and innocent participants in 

comparison to a direct approach. Specifically though, a negative emotional approach provoked an 

increase in anxiety and encouraged a negative perception of the interrogator. However, positive 

emotional approaches strengthened a good relationship between suspect and interrogator and 

encouraged information elicitation. This finding therefore supports the role that coercive 

strategies can impair the cooperation and communication between the suspect and interviewer.  

Terrorist suspects called into question will either be guilty or innocent, and in light of the 

fact that the interrogation process is meant to obtain information that may lead to the rightful 

conviction of a guilty suspect, using coercive strategies (often through long and unpleasant 

interrogations as a way to gain information) needs to be challenged. The interrogation process 

should not be made part of a ‘punishment’ that suspects may receive as a result of a later 
conviction (which may be just or unjust). Even if the interrogator does not view coercion as 

punishment, the fact that there are physical and psychological consequences should question this. 

It would appear that the goal and purpose of both the interrogation and use of coercion is 

questionable in light of the fact there may be non-coercive means by which to support the 

purpose of the interrogation (we argue that this is rapport). If coercion is or becomes even 

remotely a fulfilment of overcoming powerlessness or an act of revenge, or is even perceived to 

be, then this also strengthens the argument for why coercion should be eliminated from the 

interrogation process. 

 

Application - what critical issues emerge when applying rapport based approaches 

to terrorist suspect interrogations? Once identified, can interrogators be trained in 

rapport based methods? 
 

Implications for human intelligence practices 
 

 Suspects who have information to share will face internal ambivalence because they will 

have to make a decision of whether or not to share information in light of any pressures they face 

from their terrorist group. Perhaps suspects’ knowledge of CITs prior to the interview assists them 
in managing their decisional balance because they have anticipated what tactics they will use 

when questioned. The fact that suspects use CITs (Alison et al., 2014a) suggests that there is some 

expectation of what the interrogation procedure will look like. In turn, using coercive (non-MI) 

approaches in interrogations may encourage terrorist groups to reconsider the extent in which 

they will cooperate with law enforcement agencies in the future. Law enforcement agencies that 

permit the use of coercive strategies do need to consider the repercussions of using coercion not 

only for the outcome of the interviews, but also for the way in which terrorist groups may act in 

the future. It is imperative that interviewers use the method that teases out the information in the 

best way possible in order to address suspects’ internal ambivalence. Upon reflection it would 
appear that the use of coercion may encourage resistance amongst suspects, and this could lead 

to suspects’ persistent use of CITs and low yield may be generated. Therefore we question the use 
of coercive approaches altogether when it not only can accumulate inaccurate information but 

also raises many moral, ethical, and legal concerns.   
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 With regard to what implications MI has for interview/interrogation training, it is critical to 

acknowledge that police officers should be trained to understand the interaction between 

themselves and the suspect at a macro level. We are not advocating the use of an MI approach as 

procedure that claims to ‘work’, but rather there may be certain phases in an interview where 
developing rapport is particularly important, and can be achieved in different ways depending on 

the suspect’s motivations. It is critical that MI is appropriately used within an approach of being 
interpersonally competent. Furthermore, using and understanding MI within the context of 

suspect interrogations needs to be considered in light of the constraints of policing and the 

interrogation processes which sit within legal frameworks.  

 As recognised earlier, many police officers may be implicitly incorporating MI skills; 

however providing MI training to police officers may reinforce effective interviewers to become 

more aware of the skills that they do use to build rapport with suspects. Moreover, it is critical 

that they are made aware of how using maladaptive tactics may be detrimental even if MI is used 

to build rapport; this needs careful consideration as suspects may be interviewed multiple times 

(Alison et al., 2014b). The research surrounding CITs provides valuable insights into the 

motivations and types of tactics that terrorist suspect groups may adopt, and police training 

should consider developing police officers’ understanding of CITs as they are trained on how to 
build rapport using MI amongst terrorist suspects.  
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