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INTRODUCTION

Effective  interviewing
is  the  cornerstone  of
social  work  practice.
W h e t h e r  y o u  a r e
conducting  an  initial
assessment,  gathering
information for a case
plan,  or  supporting  a
c l i e n t  t h r o u g h  a
difficult  transition,  the
ability to ask the right
questions  and  listen
actively can make the
difference  between  a
breakthrough  and  a
missed  opportunity.
Interviewing  skills
for  social  workers
are  not  simply  about
talking to people; they

are  about  bui lding
b r i d g e s  o f  t r u s t ,
understanding complex
human  experiences,
a n d  e m p o w e r i n g
individuals to find their
own  solutions.  In  this
article, we will explore
t h e  e s s e n t i a l
c o m p o n e n t s  o f
professional  social
work  interviewing,
from  foundat ional
r a p p o r t - b u i l d i n g
t e c h n i q u e s  t o
advanced  trauma-
informed  approaches,
ethical  documentation,
a n d  c u l t u r a l
competence.  By  the
end,  you  will  have  a
comprehensive  map
f o r  h o n i n g  y o u r
interviewing  skills  and
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d e l i v e r i n g  m o r e
impact fu l ,  c l ient -
centered  care.

THE FOUNDATION
OF EFFECTIVE
SOCIAL WORK
INTERVIEWS

Before  div ing  into
specific  techniques,  it
i s  i m p o r t a n t  t o
understand that  every
i n t e r v i e w  i s  a
relationship.  Social
workers  often  meet
clients during times of
crisis,  vulnerability,  or
t r a n s i t i o n .  T h e
foundat ion  of  any
successful  interview
lies in creating a space
where clients feel safe,
respected,  and  heard.
This requires a blend of
e m p a t h y ,  c l e a r
communication,  and
p r o f e s s i o n a l
boundaries.

Building
Rapport
and Trust
R a p p o r t  i s  t h e
emotional  bridge  that
al lows  meaningful
dialogue  to  flow.
Without  it,  even  the
m o s t  s k i l l e d
questioning  can  feel
i n t r u s i v e  o r
mechanical.  To  build
rapport  quickly,  social
w o r k e r s  s h o u l d :
introduce  themselves
warmly,  explain  the
p u r p o s e  o f  t h e
interview  in  simple
t e r m s ,  a n d
acknow ledge  the
client’s  courage  in
sha r ing  pe rsona l
information.  Using  the
cl ient ’s  preferred
name,  maintaining
c o m f o r t a b l e  e y e
contact  (culturally
appropr iate) ,  and
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adopt ing  an  open
posture  a l l  s igna l
respect and willingness
to listen. Interviewing
ski l l s  for  soc ia l
workers  begin  with
these  micro-behaviors
that  communicate,  “I
am  here  with  you.”
Addit ional ly,  sel f -
disclosure  should  be
used  sparingly  and
only when it serves the
client’s  needs.  For
example,  sharing  a
brief, relevant personal
e x p e r i e n c e  c a n
normalize  a  situation,
but  oversharing  shifts
the  focus  away  from
the  client.  Trust  also
grows  when  social
workers follow through
o n  p r o m i s e s  a n d
demonstrate reliability.
As  t rust  deepens,
clients are more likely
to  disclose  sensitive
i n f o r m a t i o n  a n d
engage honestly in the
helping process.

Active
Listening
Techniqu
es
Active  listening  goes
beyond hearing words;
i t  i n v o l v e s  f u l l y
c o n c e n t r a t i n g ,
u n d e r s t a n d i n g ,
r e s p o n d i n g ,  a n d
remembering what the
c l i e n t  s a y s .  K e y
components include:

Reflective
listening:
Paraphrasing the
client’s words to
show
understanding
(e.g., “It sounds
like you felt
abandoned when
your caseworker
changed.”).
Minimal
encouragers:
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Simple verbal or
non-verbal cues
like “mm-hmm,”
nodding, or “I
see” that
encourage the
client to
continue.
Clarifying
questions:
Asking for more
detail without
making
assumptions
(e.g., “Can you
tell me more
about what that
was like for
you?”).
Summarizing:
Periodically
pulling together
key themes to
ensure both
parties are on
the same page.

Active  listening  also
involves  being  aware
o f  t h e  c l i e n t ’ s
emotional  state.  If  a
client’s  tone  shifts  or
they become tearful, a

skilled  interviewer  will
pause  and  validate
that  emotion  before
moving  on.  This  not
only  shows  empathy
but  also  deepens  the
therapeutic  alliance.
For  social  workers,
active listening is not a
passive activity –  it  is
the  engine  of  effective
a s s e s s m e n t  a n d
intervention.

ESSENTIAL
INTERVIEWING
TECHNIQUES FOR
SOCIAL WORKERS

B e y o n d  t h e
foundational  skills,
there  are  specific
q u e s t i o n i n g  a n d
responding  strategies
that social workers use
to  gather  information,
explore  feelings,  and
mot ivate  change.
M a s t e r i n g  t h e s e
techniques  allows  for
more  efficient  and
sensitive  interviews.
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Open-
Ended vs.
Closed-
Ended
Questions
Understanding when to
u s e  e a c h  t y p e  o f
question  is  crucial.
C l o s e d - e n d e d
questions  (e.g.,  “Did
y o u  t a k e  y o u r
m e d i c a t i o n
yesterday?”)  yield
short, factual answers.
They  are  useful  for
gathering  specific  data
or  confirming  details.
However,  overusing
them  can  make  an
interview  feel  like  an
interrogation.  Open-
ended questions  (e.g.,
“How  has  your  week
been? Can you tell me
a b o u t  a n y

challenges?”)  invite
clients  to  share  their
perspect ives  and
feelings  in  their  own
words.  They  are  the
heart  of  exploratory
i n t e r v i e w i n g .  A
balanced  approach  is
key:  start  with  open-
ended  inquir ies  to
encourage  narrative,
then use closed-ended
questions  to  clarify  or
confirm.  Interviewing
ski l l s  for  soc ia l
workers  include  the
agility to shift between
these  question  types
based  on  the  flow  of
conversation  and  the
client’s  needs.

Paraphra
sing and
Summari
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zing
P a r a p h r a s i n g  i s
restating  the  client’s
message  in  your  own
words  to  confirm
understanding.  For
example:  “So  if  I’m
hearing  you  correctly,
you’re  worried  that
returning  to  work  will
affect  your  benefits.  Is
t h a t  r i g h t ? ”  T h i s
technique  reassures
the  client  that  they
have  been  heard  and
allows for correction if
you  missed  the  point.
Summar i z ing  i s  a
broader  version,  often
used  at  the  end  of  a
topic  or  the  entire
i n t e r v i e w .  I t
conso l i da tes  key
points ,  h ighl ights
progress,  and  can
serve as a transition to
p l a n n i n g .  B o t h
t e c h n i q u e s
d e m o n s t r a t e
attentiveness and help

clients feel valued.

The Use
of Silence
S i l e n c e  c a n  b e
uncomfortable,  but  in
social work interviews,
it  is  a  powerful  tool.
Pausing  after  a  client
shares  something
difficult  gives  them
space to process their
emot i ons .  I t  a l so
communicates that you
are not rushing to “fix”
them; you are present.
Some  cl ients  need
silence to gather their
t h o u g h t s  b e f o r e
continuing.  Of  course,
prolonged  silence  can
also indicate confusion
or  distress,  so  social
workers  should  read
the  room.  A  gentle
prompt like, “Take your
time,”  can  break  an
a w k w a r d  s i l e n c e
without pressuring the
client.  Using  silence
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effectively  is  an
advanced  skill  that
requires  practice  and
self-awareness.

NAVIGATING
SENSITIVE TOPICS
AND TRAUMA-
INFORMED
INTERVIEWING

S o c i a l  w o r k e r s
frequently  discuss
subjects  like  abuse,
loss,  addiction,  and
mental  health  crises.
Without  proper  care,
i n t e r v i e w s  c a n
retraumatize clients. A
t r a u m a - i n f o r m e d
approach  prioritizes
s a f e t y ,  c h o i c e ,
col laboration,  and
e m p o w e r m e n t .
Interviewing  skills
for  social  workers
must  be  adapted  to
ensure  the  process
does  not  cause  harm.

Creating
a Safe
Environm
ent
Phys ica l  sa fety  i s
i m p o r t a n t ,  b u t
emotional  safety  is
paramount.  Begin  by
explaining  that  the
client  can  pause  or
stop  the  interview  at
a n y  t i m e .  A s k
permission  before
discussing  particularly
sensitive areas: “Would
it be okay if I ask you a
few  questions  about
y o u r  h o m e  l i f e ? ”
Position yourself at eye
l e v e l  a n d  a v o i d
physical  barriers  like
desks  i f  poss ib le .
Ensuring  privacy  and
confidentiality  (within
legal  l imits)  is  also
essential. Many clients
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have  exper ienced
betrayal by systems or
i n d i v i d u a l s ,  s o
consistent, transparent
communication  about
the  purpose  of  the
interview helps rebuild
trust.

Recognizi
ng Signs
of
Distress
D u r i n g  s e n s i t i v e
interviews,  watch  for
signs  of  emotional
o v e r l o a d :  r a p i d
breathing,  shaking,
tears, avoidance of eye
contact,  or  sudden
silence.  When  these
signs  appear,  pause
and  offer  support.  You
might  say,  “I  can see
this  is  difficult  to  talk
about.  Would  you like
to  take  a  break?”  or

“We don’t  have to go
into  more  detail  right
n o w . ”  I t  i s  a l s o
important  to  have
resources  ready  (e.g.,
ho t l i ne  numbers ,
grounding  techniques)
i n  c a s e  a  c l i e n t
b e c o m e s
o v e r w h e l m e d .  A
t r a u m a - i n f o r m e d
interviewer  never
pushes for details; they
follow the client’s lead
while gently exploring.

CULTURAL
COMPETENCE IN
SOCIAL WORK
INTERVIEWS

Culture  influences
e v e r y  a s p e c t  o f
communication:  how
e m o t i o n s  a r e
e x p r e s s e d ,  h o w
authority  is  perceived,
the role of family, and
what  constitutes  a
p r o b l e m .
Interviewing  skills
for  social  workers
must  be  flexible  and
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culturally responsive. A
one-size-fits-all
approach  can  lead  to
miscommunication and
damaged relationships.

Understa
nding
Cultural
Context
Befo re  meet ing  a
client,  research  the
cultural norms of their
c o m m u n i t y  w h e n
possible.  For  example,
in some cultures, direct
e y e  c o n t a c t  i s
c o n s i d e r e d
disrespectful; in others,
it  signals  honesty.
Some clients may defer
t o  o l d e r  f a m i l y
members  for  decision-
making.  During  the
interview,  ask  open-
ended questions about
the client’s background

w i t h o u t  m a k i n g
assumptions:  “Are
there any traditions or
v a l u e s  t h a t  a r e
important  for  me  to
understand as we work
together?”  This  shows
humility  and  respect.
Also, be aware of your
own cultural biases and
h o w  t h e y  m i g h t
influence  your
perceptions.

Language
and Non-
Verbal
Communi
cation
If  the  client  prefers  a
language  other  than
English,  always  use  a
professional interpreter
rather  than  a  family
member, to avoid bias
or  confidentiality



10

10 Interviewing Skills For Social
Workers

2022-09-15

issues.  Speak  clearly,
avo id  ja rgon,  and
c h e c k  f o r
u n d e r s t a n d i n g
frequently.  Non-verbal
communication such as
gestures,  personal
space,  and  tone  of
v o i c e  c a n  c a r r y
different  meanings
across  cultures.  When
uncertain, it is better to
ask  the  client  what
they  are  comfortable
w i t h .  C u l t u r a l
competence  a l so
means recognizing that
trauma  and  resilience
a r e  e x p r e s s e d
differently  around  the
world.  An  interview
that feels warm to one
c l i e n t  m a y  f e e l
intrusive to another.

DOCUMENTATION
AND ETHICAL
CONSIDERATIONS

E v e r y  i n t e r v i e w
produces  information
that must be recorded
a c c u r a t e l y ,

confidentially,  and
e t h i c a l l y .  P o o r
documentation  can
h a r m  c l i e n t s  a n d
compromise  legal  and
professional standards.
Interviewing  skills
for  social  workers
e x t e n d  t o  t h e
paperwork that follows
the conversation.

Recordin
g
Interview
s
Ethically
I f  y o u  r e c o r d  a n
interview digitally, you
must  obtain  explicit
informed consent from
the  client,  explaining
who will have access to
the recording and how
long  it  will  be  kept.
Many  agencies  have
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s t r i c t  po l i c i es  on
r e c o r d i n g .  E v e n
w i t h o u t  a u d i o
recording,  written
notes should be taken
d isc reet ly .  Avo id
transcribing everything
verbatim,  as  this  can
distract from listening.
Instead,  jot  down  key
phrases,  emotional
cues,  and  decisions
m a d e .  A f t e r  t h e
interview, expand your
n o t e s  w h i l e  t h e
conversation  is  fresh.
E n s u r e  t h a t  y o u r
documentat ion  i s
objective,  factual,  and
free  of  judgmental
language. For example,
write  “client  reported
feeling anxious” rather
than  “client  seemed
overly  emotional.”

Confident

iality and
Consent
C l i e n t s  m u s t
understand  the  limits
of  confidentiality  from
the  outset,  including
mandatory reporting of
child abuse, threats of
self-harm,  or  harm  to
o t h e r s .  T h i s
transparency is part of
ethical  interviewing.
During  the  interview,
d o  n o t  p r o m i s e
absolute  secrecy.
Instead, frame it as: “I
w i l l  keep  what  we
discuss private unless I
am  concerned  about
someone’s  safety.”
This  builds  trust  while
m e e t i n g  l e g a l
obl igat ions.  A lso,
o b t a i n  i n f o r m e d
c o n s e n t  f o r  a n y
information  sharing
with other agencies or
f am i l y  members .
Respecting  a  client’s
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right to choose what to
share is a fundamental
part of empowerment.

COMMON
CHALLENGES AND
HOW TO
OVERCOME THEM

Even  exper ienced
s o c i a l  w o r k e r s
encounter  difficult
m o m e n t s  d u r i n g
interviews. Recognizing
common  pitfalls  and
having strategies ready
c a n  m a k e  t h e
difference  between  a
stalled  conversation
and  a  productive  one.

Dealing
with
Resistanc
e
Resistance often stems
from fear,  distrust,  or
previous  negative

exper iences  w i th
helpers.  Signs  include
s h o r t  a n s w e r s ,
changing  the  subject,
or  overt  host i l i ty .
R a t h e r  t h a n
confronting  resistance
head-on,  validate  the
client’s  feelings:  “It
seems like this is hard
to  talk  about,  and  I
appreciate  you  being
here.” Use motivational
i n t e r v i e w i n g
techniques  such  as
rolling with resistance:
acknowledge  their
perspective  without
arguing.  For  example:
“You’ve said you don’t
think  counseling  will
help.  I  hear  you.  Can
y o u  t e l l  m e  w h a t
makes  you  feel  that
way?”  This  approach
keeps  the  door  open
a n d  r e s p e c t s  t h e
client’s  autonomy.
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Managing
Your Own

Biases
E v e r y o n e  h a s
unconscious  biases
based on race, gender,
socioeconomic  status,
and  more.  These  can
affect  how  we  phrase
questions,  interpret
responses,  and  make
judgments.  Regular
self-reflection  and
s u p e r v i s i o n  a r e
essential.  Before  an
in te rv iew ,  take  a
moment to check your
a s s u m p t i o n s .
Afterward,  note  any
emotional  reactions
you had and consider if
they  influenced  your
line  of  questioning.
Seeking feedback from

c o l l e a g u e s  o r  a
supervisor  can  help
you  see  blind  spots.
Committing to ongoing
cu l tu ra l  humi l i t y
training is  also a vital
part  of  strengthening
interviewing  skills
for  social  workers.

CONCLUSION

Mastering  interviewing
sk i l l s  i s  a  l i fe long
journey  for  any  social
worker.  From  the  first
handshake  to  the  final
s u m m a r y ,  e v e r y
m o m e n t  i s  a n
opportunity to connect,
u n d e r s t a n d ,  a n d
e m p o w e r .  T h e
techniques  discussed
in this article – building
trust,  active  listening,
t r a u m a - i n f o r m e d
approaches,  cultural
competence,  ethical
documentation,  and
navigating  resistance


