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INTERVIEWING VICTIMS
OF GENDER-BASED VIOLENCE

I. Introduction to victim centred
and trauma informed interviews

Human Rights Officers (HROs) should consult
the following resources:

® Chapter 12 of the Manual on Human

Rights Monitoring on “trauma and care”:

explains the impact of trauma on victims
and their memory of the events, the impor-
tance of not making assumptions about
how victims should feel or behave as each
individual has different reactions to trau-
ma and different recovery processes, and
provides a checklist for interviewing trau-
ma survivors.

e OHCHR tool on trauma informed inter-

viewing with survivors of sexual violence.

Interviewing victims of GBV is particularly
challenging, due to the trauma they experi-

enced. Therefore, interviewers should:

Respect the principle of “Do no harm”1.

Adopt a victim centred approach: meaning

that victims’ rights and needs are a priority?.

* Victims are not a single homogenous
group or category of people, but unique
individuals with different identities, needs
and priorities.

e Take into account the specific needs of
victims as expressed by them, promote
their rights and best interests, and respect
their individual choices, including the right
to not participate in an interview.

e Prioritize the privacy, safety, confidentiali-
ty and well-being of the victim prior, during
and after the investigation process and
ahead of the objectives of the investigation.
* Respect their right to privacy and confi-
dentiality and do not disclose their personal

information without informed consent.

1 See OHCHR Manual on human rights monitoring, chapter 14, page 8. 2 Adapted from: OHCHR, Workshop Report-Protection of victims of

sexual violence: Lessons learned, 2019, pp. 3-5; Global Code of Conduct for Gathering and Using Information about Systematic and Conflict-related

Sexual violence (“Murad Code”), 2022; and DART Centre Europe Tip Sheet on Reporting on Sexual Violence.



https://www.ohchr.org/en/publications/policy-and-methodological-publications/manual-human-rights-monitoring-revised-edition
https://www.un.org/sexualviolenceinconflict/wp-content/uploads/2021/11/report/workshop-report-protection-of-victims-of-sexual-violence-lessons-learned/ReportLessonsLearned.pdf
https://www.un.org/sexualviolenceinconflict/wp-content/uploads/2021/11/report/workshop-report-protection-of-victims-of-sexual-violence-lessons-learned/ReportLessonsLearned.pdf
https://www.muradcode.com/
https://www.muradcode.com/
https://dartcenter.org/sites/default/files/sexual%20violence%20tipsheet_final_27.08.11.pdf
https://www.ohchr.org/sites/default/files/Documents/Publications/Chapter12-MHRM.pdf
https://www.ohchr.org/sites/default/files/Documents/Publications/Chapter12-MHRM.pdf
https://www.ohchr.org/sites/default/files/documents/issues/women/tool-ohchr-trauma-informed-interviewing.pdf
https://www.ohchr.org/sites/default/files/documents/issues/women/tool-ohchr-trauma-informed-interviewing.pdf

* Provide clear and full information to vic-
tims of the support and services that can
be provided, and their limitations, in order
to allow them to make informed choices,
including individual risk assessments.

* Do not withhold information from victims,
raise false or unrealistic expectations, and
hinder their ability to decide on whether to
participate in an interview.

* Do not make assumptions about what
is best for victims and tell them how and

what to do.

Adopt a trauma informed approach:? recog-
nize that individuals have unique responses
to the harm suffered and that participating
in an interview may have physical and psy-
chosocial risks and impact for a victim. Ad-
ditionally, trauma has an impact on memory.
It is @ common consequence that the victims
will have difficulties in recalling the events in
a chronological order. Questions should be
tailored in the most general way without pres-
suring the victim to obtain details or chrono-
logical sequences. Human Rights Officers
should also be prepared on how to intervene
if the interviewee has flashbacks, hyper or

hypo arousal reactions.

Balance the need to avoid re-traumatization
and the victim’s agency: interacting with victims
of GBV always presents a risk of re-traumatiza-
tion. This does not mean that HROs/investigo-
tors should avoid speaking with GBV victims.

3 See

Refusing to interview someone who wants to
be heard because of their mental or emotional
state can also be retraumatizing. The deci-
sion on whether to proceed with the interview
relies on the victim. If the person is receiving
psychological support, consult the professional

for advice to avoid re traumatization.

Il. Undertaking a risk and threat
assessment4

A risk and threat assessment should be con-
ducted prior to any engagement (in person
or online) with both victims and intermedi-
aries to identify the protection and security
concerns and needs of victims of GBV, fore-
see possible consequences and adopt miti-
gation measures. It should be victim-centred,
gender-sensitive and integrate intersectional

approaches.

Safety goes beyond physical integrity and
expected risks and threats. It encompasses
the personal perceptions of victims and feel-
ing secure in an environment that is respectful

of their choices, autonomy and well-being.

A victim’s mental health and their sense of

community belonging are elements of their

. 4 See UN OHCHR


https://www.ohchr.org/sites/default/files/documents/issues/women/tool-ohchr-trauma-informed-interviewing.pdf
https://www.ohchr.org/en/publications/policy-and-methodological-publications/manual-human-rights-monitoring-revised-edition
https://www.ohchr.org/en/publications/policy-and-methodological-publications/manual-human-rights-monitoring-revised-edition

overall security and should be considered

when assessing risks and putting in place
mitigation measures. This includes consider-
ing the risks of re-traumatization (harms to a
victim’s psychological integrity) and re-vic-
timization (such as exposure to acts of repri-

sals or social exclusion).

Approaching a victim may compromise
their privacy and their physical safety. For
example, in some societies, being suspected
of having been raped can lead to humilia-
tion, being ostracized by families and com-
munities, or even further violence, including
online violence. In the case of men and LGBTI
persons, they may face legal consequences
for reporting an act of rape (for ex., in coun-
tries where same-sex relations and transgen-

der people are criminalized).

The context. Acts of GBV represent a structur-
al situation and are often part of a continuum
of violence, not isolated or sporadic events.
Therefore, GBV victims may face heightened
risks of further harm. For example, a victim of
intimate partner violence may be exposed to
an increased risk of violence if their participa-

tion in an interview is disclosed.

The individual profile of the victim and the
differentiated impact of the risk or threat.
Risks or threats may have a differentiated im-
pact depending on the individual characteris-
tics of the victim such as their gender identity,
age, ethnicity, race, occupation, or social or

political status, among other factors.
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The broader impact of the risk or threat.
Risk and threat assessments should not be
limited to victims taking part in/cooperating
with the investigation and should extend to
other victims, witnesses or their communi-
ties. For instance, perpetrators may retaliate
against the whole community if they become
aware that some victims have reported the
violations. There may also be risks for the in-
vestigation team. For example, State officials
may impose movement and travel restrictions
to prevent the team from accessing addition-

al victims and reports of violations.

The imminent nature and source of the
risk or threat, including the likelihood of the
threat materializing and whether there are
any links between the source(s) of the risk or

threat and state officials or non-state actors.

All available information coming from var-
ious sources: the victims themselves, their fam-
ilies; specialists working with GBV victims or
on GBV issues (for ex., medical personnel, so-
cial workers and mental health practitioners);
UN and partner agencies; official and unoffi-
cial records (for ex., information provided by
local authorities and by community leaders)
and evidence gathered by CSOs.

——

Provide victims with information on basic
self-protective measures adapted to prevent
the team from accessing additional victims
and reports of violations personal circum-
stances and the context in which the violation
occurred, such as: visiting friends and family
out of town, going to a shelter for GBV vic-
tims, obtaining a phone and charger or other
means of rapid communication to request as-
sistance, and having a family member, neigh-

bor or a friend as a contact person on call.

If the victim becomes distressed because
of the interview, mitigation measures need
to be put in place. Prior to the interview,
assess which measures could support the
victim (for ex., whether the victim is able to
seek out health care, which services exist in
the area and whether these could provide
mental health care or psychosocial support

on a confidential basis).

If victims are excluded from their com-

munity because of the interview, they may



lose their safety networks and their sense of
social belonging. This can, in turn, impact
on other rights, such as their access to hous-
ing, land, basic services, and inheritance,
among others. In the case of parents, they

may lose custody of their children.

If the assessment indicates that a risk or threat

exists, assess its level: minor, serious or major.

o If the risk is major and cannot be mitigat-
ed, avoid contacting the potential interview-

ee until there is a change in circumstances.

e If the risks are minor or serious, and
you can have a pre-interview contact in
a reasonably safe manner, discuss with
the potential interviewee whether it is ad-
visable to proceed, considering his/her
awareness, willingness and understand-

ing of the risk or threat.

When a risk exists, always take into account
the relevance of the testimony for the inves-

tigation:

Can the same information be obtained

from other sources?

Has a pattern of GBV violations already
been established based on the available in-
formation, and is the testimony expected to
add new elements, corroborate or repeat al-

ready existing information?

Is the testimony expected to be critical
evidence to the investigation? If the informa-
tion cannot be obtained from other sources,
you and the interviewee may decide to accept
the risk and proceed with the interview, but
only after obtaining informed consent. Other-

wise it can be cancelled or postponed.

Local protection networks or focal points
where victims are based can be key in se-
curing regular assessment of their security
situation. They may be best suited to under-
stand the concerns and needs of victims of
GBV and therefore propose adequate pro-
tection and risk-mitigation solutions. They
can also help pre-empt threats and avoid
escalation of situations from an early stage.

In fragile and complex contexts, such as
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conflict, post-conflict, crises and insecurity
situations, civil society networks can consti-
tute a crucial means for reaching out to af-
fected communities and bringing in support
from a variety of specialists and services to

isolated victims.

Close cooperation with relevant national
and international actors can enhance the ef-
fectiveness of any protection and risk-mitigo-
tion measures. With national actors, ensure
you involve only those who have the trust of
the victims (for ex. if the perpetrators are pub-
lic officials/members of the armed forces or
have links with them, it may not to be safe for

victims to have the armed forces alerted).

No channel of communication is 100% safe
and secure. If you cannot conduct the remote
interview safely, consider not proceeding or

postponing the interview.

For communications and data security vet
those assisting at the victim’s location, including

intermediaries and interpreters.

If contacting a potential interviewee through
an intermediary, consider putting in place

digital security measures both with respect

to the potential interviewee and the interme-

diary.

Consider the gendered access to and use
of information communication technologies
that may exist in a specific context/region/
country (for ex., limited/restricted access to
phone, internet and social media platforms
for women), as well as IT literacy of the vic-
tims to be able to install apps, delete mes-

sages, and activate encryption.

Plan how you will address issues sur-
rounding trauma, depending on the nature
of the violations suffered: how to monitor the
victim’s well-being and comfort levels, and
whether and how to ensure safe emergency

response systems at the victim’s location.

\Photo: UN
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5 For guidance about remote interviewing, consult: OHCHR Information and Communication Technology Risk Assessment Guidance Note,

OHCHR Monitoring and Investigation with Limited or no Access Guidance Notes, in particular Remote Interviews Dos and Don’ts, and Institute

for International Criminal Investigation’s guidelines on remote interviewing, August 2021.



https://intranet.ohchr.org/Offices/Geneva/TESPRDD/DevelopmentandEconomicandSocialIssuesBranch/MethodologyEducationTrainingSection/HRMonitoringandInvestigations/HRMIRepository/Repository/3.%20Protection%20and%20Security/Guidance.ICT%20risk%20assessment.pdf
https://intranet.ohchr.org/Offices/Geneva/TESPRDD/DevelopmentandEconomicandSocialIssuesBranch/MethodologyEducationTrainingSection/HRMonitoringandInvestigations/HRMIRepository/Repository/4.%20Information%20gathering/b.%20Remote%20monitoring%20-%20MILNA/Guidance.MILNA.Remote%20interviews.pdf
https://iici.global/wpd/wp-content/uploads/2023/07/IICI-Remote-Interview-Guidelines.pdf
https://iici.global/wpd/wp-content/uploads/2023/07/IICI-Remote-Interview-Guidelines.pdf

lll. Checklist for interviews®

Gather information on the victim’s identity
and experiences to assess how the initial con-
tact should take place, including whether there
is a need for psychosocial support. Reach out
to external partners to build a network of med-
ical and psychosocial professionals if the need

arises (see below Section 3 on Referrals).

Undertake a risk and threat assessment

to evaluate security and psychological risks.

Enquire about other teams conducting hu-
man rights investigations in the area. If there
are, consider whether conducting interviews
with the same victims is absolutely necessary or
how you could collaborate to avoid re trauma-
tizing them. If indispensable for the monitoring/
investigation, or if the information gathered by
other stakeholders is insufficient, consult the vic-

tims on their willingness to re fell their story.

When there are protection/security or trust
concerns, intermediaries’ can be used to iden-
tify and approach victims/witnesses (for ex.,
victims’ groups, civil society groups, community
organisations, local or international service pro-
viders, representatives of religious institutions).

* When reaching out appropriate interme-

6 Based on the Checklist for interviewing trauma survivors of the

diaries, be aware of cultural attitudes and
sensitivities surrounding GBV in the area/
context.

e Ensure that they understand the scope
of your mandate and investigation as well
as OHCHR monitoring principles (for ex.,
that they should not coerce an individual
to participate in an interview or engage in
unethical behavior, such as offering money

in exchange for a statement).

Prepare a gender sensitive questionnaire
that will enable the collection of information
on GBY, its causes and impacts, including
for interviews where GBVY would, a priori,

not seem relevant.

* questions that seek to identify the gender
dimensions of certain violations, i.e. the
differentiated impact of the human rights
violations on women, girls, men, boys and
persons of diverse genders. Remember
that violations that may at first appear gen-
der-neutral may nevertheless have gender
components (such as killings and enforced
disappearances).

* questions about the gaps in the informa-
tion/ reasons for the underreporting of GBV.
* ask about issues in a way that is context spe-
cific, culturally sensitive and takes info account

the factors that may be driving underreporting.

, Chapter 12. See also Check-

list for self-care while interviewing trauma survivors of the same chapter. 7 For additional guidance on engaging with intermediaries, consult


https://www.ohchr.org/en/publications/policy-and-methodological-publications/manual-human-rights-monitoring-revised-edition
https://intranet.ohchr.org/Offices/Geneva/TESPRDD/DevelopmentandEconomicandSocialIssuesBranch/MethodologyEducationTrainingSection/HRMonitoringandInvestigations/HRMIRepository/Repository/4.%20Information%20gathering/b.%20Remote%20monitoring%20-%20MILNA/Guidance.MILNA%20Sources%20and%20intermediaries.pdf

Select an interview location that minimizes
the risk of the interviewee being identified as a
witness of the investigation. The location cho-
sen must be accessible, safe and reassuring
for the victim and provide privacy and ano-

nymity. Keep tissues and refreshments at hand.

Decide who will carry out the interview and
who will be present. Consider the preference
of the victim regarding the sex/gender of the
interviewer(s), their prior experience working
with victims of GBV, as well as any other char-
acteristics that may be relevant to facilitate the
interview. If the composition of the team can-
not accommodate the victim's preferences, ex-
plain who you are, individually and as a team
and ask if they are willing to proceed with the
interview and with whom. Do not make as-

sumptions about the victims’ preferences.

Inform the victim that they may be accompa-
nied by a trusted person who can provide them
with emotional support before, during and after
the inferview. Make arrangements for the care

of children that may accompany the victims.

If an interpreter is required, consider
his/her sex/gender, age, nationality, eth-
nic background, and political neutrality.
Consider how these factors may influence
whether the interviewee trusts the interpreter.
Where possible, select an interpreter with
training on or prior experience working

with victims and witnesses of trauma.

Brief the interpreter on the ground rules for

the interview and on what to expect, including

on the potentially traumatic nature of the infor-
mation. Ensure that the interpreter is comfort-
able with the subject matter of the interview,
and fully understands the concept of informed
consent and confidentiality of the interview.
Work with the interpreter to familiarize your-
self with the words and euphemisms that are
used in the specific area/context under inves-
tigation to describe traumatic events (for ex.,
to describe a sexual act or body parts), insults
that may be gendercharged, and how they

are used in that particular context).

When possible, provide for psychosocial

support before, during and after the interview.

Have available information about referrals
mechanisms. A victim may reveal an experi-
ence of GBYV for the first time during an inter-
view, so interviewers should be prepared by
having information of medical and psycho-

logical support.

10



> Inform that you will be asking questions
about potentially traumatizing events and
ask whether the victim is comfortable or
needs anything. Inform the interviewee that
they can let you know if they need a break,
if they do not wish to reply to some questions

or wish to end the interview.

> Make sure you have informed consent® be-

fore proceeding.

> Do not pressure victims to talk about their
experiences and do not ask for details unless
they are strictly necessary for the investiga-
tion. Allow them to give you the information
they feel comfortable sharing. Allow for si-
lences and give the interviewee space to col-
lect their thoughts. Emphasize that it is nor-
mal that they cannot recall some details or

do not know the answers to some questions.

Remember: victims of GBV may take their own

time to decide whether or not to retell a traumatic
experience. The duration of an interview may not
coincide with the time victims need. The fact that
a victim decides to disclose an experience of trau-
ma at a later stage, and not during the interview,

should not be interpreted as a lack of credibility.

* Pay attention to the emotional state of the

victim and take breaks as necessary, after ask-

ing them. Do not make assumptions about their
needs. For ex., crying does not necessarily mean
that the person wants/needs a break. If you de-
cide to stop without asking, you may make them

feel that their behaviour is inadequate.

Practical tip: Do not make assumptions about

how victims should feel or behave when retell-
ing a traumatic experience and do not assess
their credibility on that basis. The victim’s emo-
tional state is not a reliable indicator of whether
a traumatic event occurred. Remember that trau-
ma may affect an individual’s ability to recall
specific events or details. However, the fact that
a victim of atraumatic event provides a coherent
and detailed account of their experience should

not question their credibility.

If you notice the victim shows signs of dis-
tress during the interview (for example,
sweating, trembling, or crying), use de-es-

calation techniques?:

* Keep your calm and acknowledge their
suffering. Mention that their well-being is
more important to you than the interview.
* Acknowledge that there is nothing wrong
with feeling overwhelmed.

* Ask them if they need a break or wish to
end the interview.

e Talk about something else until they feel

ready to go on. Encourage them to take

8 See OHCHR Manual on Human Rights Monitoring, Chapter 14 9 See Tool on trauma informed interviewing with survivors of sexual violence,

slide 3 on trauma-informed interviewing techniques.

11


https://www.ohchr.org/en/publications/policy-and-methodological-publications/manual-human-rights-monitoring-revised-edition
https://www.ohchr.org/sites/default/files/documents/issues/women/tool-ohchr-trauma-informed-interviewing.pdf

several slow, deep breaths, offer them

some water.

Listen in an active, non-judgemental man-
ner. Maintain good eye contact. Pay attention
to your body language, your reactions, and

facial expressions.

Remember: Never say to an interviewee that

you know how they feel. Instead, you could say
“Thank you for sharing this experience with me/

for trusting me with your story”.

In remote interviews, extra time may be
needed to build a rapport with the victim.

Consider having a few interactions prior to
the interview, for example, through text/voice
messages, or initial phone calls. You may take
the opportunity to explain the mandate of
your investigation and address some aspects
of the informed consent prior to the interview,
although you still need to gather the consent
on the day of the interview. If you do this, con-
sider the risks of leaving traces of this commu-

nication and advise to delete messages.

In a video call, we have less control about
the physical space. Move your computer
around the room to show the person that you
are on your own and nobody can hear. Show
that windows and doors are closed. Ask the
person to do the same. Discuss how you will
ensure the privacy of the interview (for ex.,

how to avoid being overheard by co-inhabi-

tants or neighbours, and how to ensure that
the interview is not recorded by others). Ask
the person if they expect interruptions (for ex.,
a family member arriving home, or children
entering the room). Decide together how to
proceed if someone enters the room. In most

cases, it is best to end the interview.

* Give ample notice before ending the in-
terview so that the interviewee has time to
add anything. Allow for time for questions.
e Confirm informed consent options and
add details and clarifications on informed
consent as needed.

* Check the emotional state of the inter-
viewee and alert them to possible reac-
tions that speaking about their experience
may have on them. Ask about social sup-
port they have to help them cope with
any reactions and offer information about
resources that provide support to trauma
survivors.

* Make sure to bring the conversation

back to topics that the victim finds safe.




IV. Referrals

Referral pathways are flexible mechanisms at
national, regional and community levels that
safely link victims to service providers, such
as health services, psychosocial support,
case management, safety/security, legal aid
and socio-economic assistance. They vary ac-
cording to the context, availability of services,
and national and international protection ac-
tors present in a specific area or region. Re-
ferrals should be made based on needs both

for in-person and remote interviews.

Prior to interviews, map out all actors who
provide assistance for GBV victims in the
area/context, and in a neighboring country/
region or on-line/by telephone in case of se-

curity or other accessibility concerns.

Seek information about the types of ser-
vices offered, the composition of their person-
al, and their limitations. Be aware that cultur-
al attitudes and sensitivities surrounding GBY
may impact the quality of services provided
to victims and avoid referrals to actors where

there is a risk of discrimination or ill treatment.

Build networks with service providers. Ex-
plain your mandate and objectives so that they
will be keener in sharing information and act
as intermediaries for the identification/referral
of victims/witnesses. (for ex, conduct a brief-
ing session, a training, or share briefing ma-

terials that explain your mandate). In UN field
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missions, the GBV Area of Responsibility/clus-

ter represents an opportunity for coordination.

The UN Voluntary Fund for Victims of Torture
and the UN Voluntary Trust Fund on Contem-
porary Forms of Slavery may be able to assist
you in identifying relevant service providers as
they allocate grants to CSOs that deliver assis-

tance services to victims of torture and slavery.

Consult victims on their needs and preferences
on the type of support and on the sex/gender of
the support staff. When victims are reluctant to
contact a service provider, seek alternative strate-
gies, such as asking them whether the service pro-

vider can contact them or conduct a house visit.

Consider the accessibility of the service for
the victims (location, security concerns or lan-
guage issues) and identify strategies to facili-

tate access.

13



Consider security risks associated with the
provision of information on referrals to victims
(for ex., if a victim is found in possession of

such information by a family member).

If there are no suitable referral points, as-
sess if the interviews should still take place,
taking into account the do no harm principle

and the will of the victims.

In many contexts, services for women are the
most prevalent. When planning referrals for
victims who may be excluded or face stig-
ma and discrimination in accessing such
services, such as men, boys and non-binary

persons, as well as LGBTI persons:

Vet service providers and organisations
for their suitability as potential referral
points, taking into account the diversity of
victims, cultural context and potential for dis-
crimination or stigma. For example, due to
gender stereotypes, prejudices and miscon-
ceptions about sexual orientation, gender
identity and sex characteristics, service pro-
viders may be unwilling to treat men, boys
and non-binary persons, as well as LGBTI
victims. They may condition their services to
specific behaviours or appearance, or the
assistance they provide may be retraumatiz-

ing and harmful.

Some instances, service providers may be
unwilling to provide services to some victims,

due to fear of reprisals from the perpetrators.

Take into account the ability of the service
provider to assist the victims on a confiden-
tial basis. Some victims may be unwilling to
access available services because of the per-

ception that this may put them at risk.

Photo: UN
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