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Chapter 4.  Personal Interviews

1.  General Guidelines for Conducting Interviews

 PRIVATE INFOTYPE="OTHER" 
	Introduction
	 This topic contains information on:

· general guidelines for conducting interviews, and

· references used during interviews.


	Change Date
	Initial content load September 2012


	a.  Guidelines for Conducting Interviews
	For the most positive outcome and experience for our customers, follow the guidelines listed below:

· greet the customer.   

· begin the interview as promptly as possible.

· control the interview, avoiding prolonged irrelevant discussions and topics not pertinent to the interview.

· be courteous, objective, and empathetic to the customer.

· provide thorough and accurate information to answer any questions.

· gather sufficient information to correctly answer questions, and develop any issues indicating potential eligibility for a benefit.

· avoid using technical jargon.

· complete appropriate forms neatly and accurately.

· do not allow interruptions (Example:  If a call comes in during the     interview, take the number and call back after completing the interview).

· discuss any related VA or non-VA benefits with the interviewee.

· ensure compliance with the Identification protocol (Privacy Act (PA) and Freedom of Information Act (FOIA)) requirements.

· advise claimants of subsequent VA procedures and provide any forms that might be needed by the claimant but which cannot be completed at the regional office.


Continued on next page

1.  General Guidelines for Conducting Interviews, Continued

	b.  References Used During Interviews
	The following reference materials are available to aid a Veterans Service Representative (VSR) during an interview:

· Title 38 Code of Federal Regulations
· Training Letters
·  Fast Letters
· Web Automated Reference Material System (WARMS) - WARMS Library 

· Job Aids

· VA Intranet Home
· Benefits Assistance Service (Quality Client Services) Web Site 

· Veterans Benefits Reference System (VBRS) 

· State Benefits Reference System (SBRS) 

· VA Internet
· Veterans Identification Tracking Log

· Modern Awards Processing-Development (MAP-D)

· Medical EPSS
· Share

· Virtual VA
· VACOLS

· Financial Assistance System (FAS). 


2.  Waiting Area

 PRIVATE INFOTYPE="OTHER" 
	Introduction
	This topic contains information on the waiting area, including information on:

·  the waiting area requirements at the regional office (RO), and

· security procedures.


	Change Date
	Initial content load September 2012


	a.  Waiting Area Requirements at the RO
	The requirements for the waiting area at the RO are as follows:

· the area will be easily accessible to the public, especially to those who are handicapped.

· when the area is not readily visible from the building entrance, the directory or lobby sign will list the location and hours of operation.  If the area can be seen upon entering the building, hours of operation will be posted on the entrance doors.

· the regional office employee greeting visitors shall have access to the full range of VBA computer applications (for example, standard VBA workstation, access to Share, MAP-D, VACOLS, etc) in the reception area.

· ample space will be provided to accommodate visitor traffic.

· the area will be comfortably furnished.

· a display area stocked with current benefit and insurance pamphlets as well as informational materials will be provided.  (Note:  Pamphlets shall be replenished daily.) 


	b.  Security Procedures in Waiting Area
	Appropriate security procedures should be in place in order to allow for expedient response by building security personnel in the event of an emergency.

Employees must be made aware of the local procedures in place to appropriately respond to an emergency.


3.  Interview Area

 PRIVATE INFOTYPE="OTHER" 
	Introduction
	This topic contains information on the interview area, including:

· the interview area requirements at the RO, and

· security procedures.


	Change Date
	Initial content load September 2012


	a.  Interview Area Requirements at the RO
	The requirements for the interview area at an RO are as follows:

· the area should be ample distance away from both the waiting area and other work areas to minimize disruption of the interview process.

· individual interview stations will be positioned to provide maximum privacy.  This will ensure interviews are not overheard and that the privacy of the visitor is protected.

· telephones will be available in each interview station to allow calls to assist customers.  These telephones will have unpublished telephone numbers.

· adequate supplies of forms, applications, directives, and other materials needed to conduct interviews will be available at each interview station.


	b.  Security Procedures in Interview Area
	Appropriate security procedures should be in place in order to allow for expedient response by building security personnel in the event of an emergency.

Employees must be made aware of the local procedures in place to appropriately respond to an emergency.


4.  The Interview Process

 PRIVATE INFOTYPE="OTHER" 
	Introduction
	This topic contains information on the interview process, including:

· steps to conduct a personal interview

· the Veteran’s Assistance Inquiry (VAI)

· use of the Visitor Intake Sheet

· proper identification of the visitor

· use of the Veteran’s claims folder

· the Veteran’s review of the claims folder

· procedures for Veterans’ reviewing their claims folder when accompanied by third party

· collecting additional information, and

· reference for handling informal claims.


	Change Date
	Initial content load September 2012


	a.  Steps to Conduct a Personal Interview
	Follow the steps below to conduct the personal interview:

Step

Action

1

Greet the customer.

2

Have customer complete the Visitor Intake Sheet and review sheet for completeness.

3

Obtain positive identification from visitor.  Any type of photo identification that has not expired is acceptable, including a

· State drivers license

· military identification card

· credit card (with photo), or

· passport.

 


Continued on next page

4.  The Interview Process, Continued

	a.  Steps to Conduct a Personal Interview (continued)
	Step

Action

4

Is the customer a Veteran who is requesting information?

· If yes, provide the information per identification protocol guidelines.

· If no, provide information as appropriate to a third party request.

5

After determining purpose of visit, try using available computer based applications to obtain as much information as possible relative to nature of visit.

6

Continue with the interview.

7

Complete appropriate forms and provide maximum customer service.

8

Ensure the customer has no more questions and properly close the interview.

 


	b.  Veteran’s Assistance Inquiry (VAI)
	Make full use of computer based application capabilities to resolve issues before completing a Veteran’s Assistance Inquiry (VAI).


	c.  Use of Visitor Intake Sheet
	It is highly recommended that all customers complete a Visitor Intake Sheet prior to the interview. 

The protection of our Veterans’ and all of our customers’ privacy and personal data must always be of paramount importance.  We must continue to be proactive in protecting the integrity of any and all information exchanges between VA and our visitors.

The Visitor Intake Sheet provides a:

· consistent means of privately identifying visitors entering our facility,

· positive means of identifying our visitors, and 

· brief description of the purpose of the visit.

Reference:  You may access the Visitor Intake Sheet at this link: New Visitor Intake Sheet.


Continued on next page

4.  The Interview Process, Continued

	d.  Proper Identification of Visitor
	In the event the visitor is unable to produce acceptable positive identification, you may obtain the necessary verification by asking the same questions used for telephonic identification:

· visitor’s full name

· Social Security number or claim number (as indicated on Intake Sheet)

· branch of service (as indicated on Intake Sheet)

When using this method of verification, ensure you verify the information provided by the visitor with information contained in the system of records.


	e.  Using the Veteran’s Claims Folder
	Every effort should be made to complete the interview without the claims folder, making full use of all information made available through Share, MAP-D, and other appropriate VBA applications.


	f.  Veteran Review of Claims Folder
	If during the interview, the Veteran requests to review his/her claims folder and is accompanied by a spouse or other third party, the PCR should have the Veteran complete VA Form 21-0568, Authorization to Disclose a Record in the Presence of a Third Party.

Upon completion of the form, it should be filed in the claims folder as a part of the permanent record.

Note:  The use of this form is only required if the Veteran is accompanied by a spouse or other third party during the actual review of the folder. 




	g.  Collecting Information
	If the customer is filing a claim:

· collect any additional information or documentation provided

· date stamp all documents

· promptly forward the forms, information, or documentation to ensure that it is filed timely.

· assist the customer in completing the application or any other required forms (VA Form 21-526, VA Form 21-534, VA Form 21-686c, etc.)


Continued on next page

4.  The Interview Process, Continued

	h.  VA Form 21-7288a


	VA Form 21-7288a, Daily Record of Veterans Assistance Interviews, dated April 2007, shall be used to record interview activity at all Public Contact Teams.

Important:  Do not use any other versions of this form.

The electronic version of this form automatically captures and calculates all interview activity data for 100 percent of all interviews conducted.

You may obtain the form from this link: VA Form 21-7288a - Daily Record of Veterans Assistance Interviews .

You may obtain detailed instructions on the completion of this form from this link:  Instructions for VA Form 21-7288a.


 5.  Tips For Successful Interviewing

 PRIVATE INFOTYPE="OTHER" 
	Introduction
	This topic provides some tips for successful interviewing, including:

· striving for success, and

· five unforgivable mistakes of interviewers.


	Change Date
	Initial content load September 2012


	a.  Striving for Success
	Successful interviewers:

· take pride in doing a professional job

· take pride in serving our nation’s Servicemembers, Veterans, and their families 

· always show sensitivity and support to our clients, and

· always practice honesty, integrity, and good human relations.


	b.  Five Unforgivable Mistakes of Interviewers
	· Over talking and under listening

·  You will never learn, understand, or get to the bottom of the real reason for the visit.

·  Making decisions for those being interviewed

·  Interviewers are problem solvers, not decision makers.  Your role is to provide accurate information to enable the customer to make a well-informed decision.

· Acting like a psychologist or clinical counselor when you are not.

· While being supportive, caring, and sensitive is important, never provide any type of psychological or medical advice to our clients.  

· Failing to keep information obtained during an interview confidential.

· You should always honor and be sensitive to the privacy of the individual with which you are dealing.  Failure to do so violates the privacy of the individual and could be viewed as a violation of the Privacy Act.

· Prying into the personal life of the individual you are assisting.

· Remember:  You are striving for a professional relationship with the client, not a personal one.  


6.  Dealing With Unruly or Threatening Behavior

 PRIVATE INFOTYPE="OTHER" 
	Introduction
	This topic provides information on dealing with unruly or threatening behavior, including:

· general guidance for positive interviews

· reasons for negative behavior from customers

· helpful tips for dealing with unruly behavior, and

· signs of possible negative behavior, and

· prohibition against physically engaging the customer.


	Change Date
	Initial content load September 2012


	a.  General Guidance for Positive Interviews
	There may be an occasion when the customer becomes agitated or threatening during the interview process.  

Your response, demeanor, and reaction to this behavior will play a major factor in calming the customer and ensuring a positive conclusion to the interview. 


	b.  Reasons for Negative Behavior from Customers
	Our customers contact us for a variety of reasons: filing claims, inquiring of the status of their claims, or because they have questions regarding our numerous benefit programs.  

In the vast majority of cases, our contacts with our customers are positive ones.  In rare instances when we experience negative behavior from our customers, it is usually a result of one or more of the following:

· they have expectations that were not met.

· they feel we did not listen to them.

· they were told one thing by a VA employee and told something else by another.

· they acted upon something we told them and we were wrong.

· they feel like a victim and no one cares.

· they are tired, stressed, or frustrated with the process.

· they were already upset at someone or something else not related to VA.

· they were kept waiting too long.

· they were promised something by VA that was not delivered.

· they have upsetting health issues and/or financial difficulties.


Continued on next page

6.  Dealing With Unruly or Threatening Behavior, Continued

	c.  Helpful Tips for Dealing with Unruly Behavior
	When dealing with unruly or threatening behavior use the following helpful tips: 


	Do …
	Don’t …

	listen closely.
	interrupt the customer.

	maintain direct eye contact.
	gaze elsewhere or visually wander.

	adopt a positive body posture, voice tone, and facial expression.
	show indifference.

	gently probe for information.
	display an impatient or condescending tone or demeanor.

	eliminate possible distractions.
	take things personally.

	remain patient and firm.
	allow the customer to take control of the conversation.


	d.  Signs of Possible Negative Behavior
	In most cases, you can look for potentially unruly behavior by observing the following non-verbal communication:

· flared nostrils

· clenched fists

· red face

· tense body posture

· tight lips

· agitated or loud voice, and/or

· wide open eyes.


	e.  Prohibition Against Physically Engaging the Customer 
	Under no circumstances should you physically engage with the customer.  If the customer remains unruly or is physically threatening, immediately contact your facility security personnel for assistance. 
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