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Abstract

Previous research has indicated that asylum interviewers—contrary to recommendations—

use more closed than open questions to elicit information. In the current study, we investi-

gated how information is elicited in asylum interviews by analyzing question-answer pairs

in 105 official Finnish asylum interview transcripts. We developed a new coding frame-

work for analyzing the content and characteristics of the answers and used previously col-

lected data on the questions. As predicted, we found that open questions elicited more

new information and new key aspects of the asylum claims than other question types.

We further extend on previous research by showing that the free recall phases only

elicited half of all key aspects of the claims and that mis-matched answers and difficult or

unanswerable questions were alarmingly common. Interviewers would benefit from more

training in asking open questions, creating and maintaining rapport, resolving misunder-

standings, and increasing the efficacy of the free recall phase.

K E YWORD S

asylum interview, asylum procedure, asylum seeker, information gathering, investigative
interviewing

1 | INTRODUCTION

Asylum decisions are often based solely on an asylum seeker's narra-

tive and the perceived credibility of that narrative, as documentary

evidence is rare (UNHCR, 2013). Asylum interviews are thus crucial to

the adjudication procedure. The goal of asylum interviews is to gather

enough information about the applicant's claim to determine whether

the legal conditions for granting asylum status are met. To protect the

integrity of the system, immigration boards also seek information that

can be used to discriminate between fabricated and truthful claimants.

It is therefore vital that the interviews are conducted according to

best practice guidelines for investigative interviewing. Research has

amassed critical knowledge on effective interviewing techniques, such

as question style and type, in the legal and criminal context (Brandon

et al., 2018; Meissner, 2021; Memon et al., 2010; Vrij et al., 2014). So

far, that knowledge has only sparsely been applied to the asylum

context (cf., Skrifvars et al., 2020; van Veldhuizen et al., 2018). The

current study aims to expand the knowledge on eliciting information

in asylum interviews, by analyzing the content and characteristics of

answers in asylum interviews in relation to the questions asked.

1.1 | Complications in eliciting asylum narratives

A variety of factors can affect the process of eliciting detailed and

accurate narratives from applicants in official asylum interviews.

While many of these may play some role in legal processes more

broadly, some are particularly relevant for the asylum context. Nota-

bly, the cross-cultural and socio-political context of asylum interviews

is of importance. Researchers have, for instance, identified a “culture
of disbelief”, in which asylum seekers' stories are met with growing

suspicion and mistrust (Herlihy & Turner, 2009). Furthermore, cultural
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differences may hinder successful communication between interview

participants. Cultural background may influence directness and

detailedness of the narrative, the expression of emotions, and the use

of non-verbal language (e.g., eye contact, gestures; Granhag

et al., 2017; Gyulai, 2013). For instance, interviewees from individual-

istic cultures that depend on explicit communication (e.g., British) tend

to provide more details than interviewees from collectivistic cultures,

relying on implicit, context-dependent communication (e.g., Arabs and

Chinese; Leal et al., 2018). Additionally, persons from cultures with

pronounced social hierarchies have a stronger tendency to obey

orders and not express own views or criticize people in an authorita-

tive position (Gyulai, 2013). Some asylum seekers may find it inappro-

priate or even shameful to present additions or objections to

authority figures (Granhag et al., 2017; Gyulai, 2013). What an asylum

seekers answers during an interview may thus sometimes be more

reflective of their relationship to authorities than of the “true story.”
Moreover, asylum seekers may be especially susceptible to inter-

rogative suggestibility, that is, the extent to which a person changes

their answers in response to leading questions or negative feedback

during formal questioning (Childs et al., 2021; Gudjonsson &

Clark, 1986). Memories are especially prone to suggestion if the inter-

viewee is suicidal, under stress, or perceives the interviewer to be crit-

ical or negative – all common psychological difficulties found in

asylum seekers (Baxter et al., 2006; Herlihy & Turner, 2009).

Finally, asylum interviews are often interpreter-assisted. The

presence of an interpreter adds a variety of challenges to the asylum

interviews. Both the questions asked, and the responses provided

may be influenced by the interpreters (Keselman et al., 2010). The

mere presence of an interpreter might for example affect the amount

of detail elicited in interviews (Ewens et al., 2016).

1.2 | Best practice guidelines in investigative
interviewing

Despite the aforementioned complicating factors, effective inter-

viewing techniques can help asylum seekers to provide a detailed and

credible narrative. Legal psychological guidelines recommend inter-

viewers to employ an information-gathering style over an accusatory

style (Meissner et al., 2012). The information-gathering style, charac-

terized by using open, exploratory questions and building rapport,

tends to yield longer and more accurate answers. The confrontational

accusatory style, on the other hand, is characterized by closed ques-

tions and is often used to establish guilt or yield a confession (Vrij

et al., 2014). The information-gathering style is also preferred from a

deception detection perspective, as it elicits more verbal cues to

deception than the accusatory style. For liars, accusatory questions can

easily be answered with short denials, whereas the information-

gathering style may require longer and more detailed answers and thus

asserts more cognitive load on the interviewee (Meissner et al., 2012).

Regarding question type, best practice guidelines have long rec-

ommended the use of open questions over closed questions to elicit

detailed and accurate narratives. Open or free recall questions do not

limit the answer of the interviewee, whereas closed questions signal

that short and concise answers are preferred (Bull, 2010;

Fisher, 2010; Vrij et al., 2006). Open questions are also thought to be

easier for truth-tellers, who can reconstruct long and detailed

responses from memory, than for liars, who want to keep their stories

concise and simple. Questions that only require a yes or no answer

should only be used to confirm specific details and clarify misunder-

standings. Both forced choice questions and suggestive questions are

inappropriate and discouraged, as they may harm the validity of the

information (Griffiths & Milne, 2006; Snook et al., 2012).

A widely used recommendation is to start interviews with a free

recall phase by instructing the interviewee to report everything they

remember about a topic (Brandon et al., 2018; Memon et al., 2010).

“Report everything” is one of four classical instructions for effective

memory retrieval included in the Cognitive Interview, which is an

interviewing technique developed based on theoretical principles

about human memory functioning (Geiselman, 1984). Reporting

everything is important because the interviewee might not always

know what is considered by the interviewer to be relevant. Addition-

ally, recalling some, although irrelevant memories, might activate

recalling more, perhaps more relevant memories (Paulo et al., 2013).

Importantly, the interviewer's role during the free recall phase is to lis-

ten and encourage the interviewee to continue talking (Brandon

et al., 2018). Additional encouragement is often needed to keep the

interviewee talking, as interviewees might need time to adapt to giv-

ing a free recall rather than answering questions, and to recollect and

structure their memories (Brandon et al., 2018). After the initial free

narrative is elicited, open follow-up questions are recommended to

focus on topics that need elaboration (Brandon et al., 2018). Finally,

best practice guidelines commonly recommend interviewers to con-

clude each topic, or at least the interview, with a summary (Brandon

et al., 2018; Fisher et al., 2010). This is particularly important for inter-

viewing vulnerable witnesses, to ensure that they are given the

opportunity to correct possible misunderstandings (Bull, 2010).

Taken together, to ensure detailed and accurate answers, inter-

views should consist of open questions asked in an information-

gathering style. The training program for asylum officials, developed

and maintained by the European Asylum Support Office (EASO), is in

line with these principles of best practice (EASO, 2019). Finnish asy-

lum officials complete the EASO training within their first year of

employment and receive a four-week-long familiarization period at

the beginning of their employment (Finnish Immigration Service, per-

sonal communication, August 30, 2021). Hence, assumably, Finnish

asylum officials are at least partly informed about the good practice in

investigative interviewing.

1.3 | Previous research on asylum interviews

To our knowledge, two previous studies have systematically analyzed

the questions used in official asylum interviews. van Veldhuizen

et al., 2018 analyzed question style, type, and content in interviews

administered by the Dutch Immigration Service in 40 cases. They
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found that less than a fifth of all questions were open or cued recall

questions, while approximately four fifths were closed questions. Sug-

gestive and forced choice questions were rare. Most of the questions

were asked in an information-gathering style, and only few in an accu-

satory style.

Skrifvars et al., (2020) found similar results in their analysis of

questions in 140 interviews in 80 official Finnish asylum cases. The

results showed that one tenth of all questions were open questions,

whereas four fifths of the questions were closed. Forced choice and

suggestive questions were rare. Although interviewers predominantly

used an information-gathering style, only one third of the interviews

were entirely without accusatory questions. In most interviews, the

first question about asylum motives was a free-recall question, which

is in line with recommendations. However, questions in the remainder

of the interview followed the recommended order only to a small

degree, and alarmingly few interviews included a summary at the end.

The latter study also included a limited analysis of answer length

(Skrifvars et al., 2020). The first free recall question about the perse-

cution claim generally elicited long answers (65% of all answer were

longer than half a page). Contrastingly, the first question about the

applicant's identity and origins, predominantly a closed question,

never elicited a longer answer than five sentences. These results are

in line with previous research and gave a preliminary indication of the

differences in the amount of information elicited by different question

types in asylum interviews. The main aim of the current study was to

build upon these findings by coding the information in the answers

given in asylum interviews more thoroughly.

Finally, both studies included qualitative observations, illustrating

difficulties that asylum officials face in interviews, such as difficult

questions, cultural differences and misunderstandings (Skrifvars

et al., 2020; van Veldhuizen et al., 2018). A secondary aim of the cur-

rent study was to further examine some of these difficulties more

systematically.

1.4 | The current study

To further improve the guidelines and training practices for asylum

officials, more research is needed about the complex dynamics in asy-

lum interviews. We aimed at expanding the knowledge about how

information is elicited in the interviews. So far, no previous studies

have systematically examined the content or the characteristics of the

answers given by asylum seekers in investigative interviews. This

study fills that gap, and directly builds on the results of previous

research (Skrifvars et al., 2020) by analyzing the amount of informa-

tion elicited by different question types and styles in official Finnish

asylum interview transcripts.

Previous studies analyzing answers in investigative interviews

have typically been conducted in laboratory settings or analyzed

real life interviews with either children or eyewitnesses of specific

events (Allwood et al., 2005; Korkman et al., 2006; Yuille &

Cutshall, 1986). Asylum interviews are considerably different as

their focus typically is not a single, specific event, but potentially a

lifetime of different events and decisions. Additionally, in contrast

to laboratory settings, in real life interviews, the ground-truth is

unknown, wherefore the accuracy of answers cannot be assessed.

Hence, no previously used framework for coding answer informa-

tiveness could be implemented directly without adapting it to the

asylum context.

Our main interest was analyzing which question types and style

were most effective in eliciting new information about the applicant's

reasons for seeking asylum. Based on previous research, we hypothe-

sized that open questions and information gathering questions would

elicit more new information than closed and accusatory questions. We

also hypothesized that the free recall phase in the beginning of each

interview would elicit a high amount of new information. Because of

the lack of previous research on asylum interviews, we did not make

specific predictions about the extent of information. Second, we ana-

lyzed the content of the answers, with a focus on identifying the ques-

tions that were most effective in eliciting new facts about key parts of

the applicants' claims, in contrast to elaborative (peripheral) facts and

repetitions. In asylum cases, key parts of the claims are particularly

important as they commonly provide the relevant information for

deciding whether the legal grounds for granting asylum are met. We

hypothesized that new persecution facts would be elicited more often

by open questions than by closed questions. Third, we explored difficul-

ties and misunderstandings occurring in the interviews. We coded how

often applicants explicitly mentioned in their answer that they had not

understood the question or that they did not know or remember the

answer, and how the interviewers responded in those instances. Addi-

tionally, we coded how frequently answers did not correspond to the

question asked, and how interviewers responded in these situations.

Finally, we explored characteristics of the free recall phase (instructions,

facilitators, interruptions, etc.).

2 | METHODS

2.1 | Ethical permission

The study received ethical permission by the Joint Ethics Board for

the Departments of Psychology and Logopedics at Åbo Akademi

University.

2.2 | Case selection

The included cases were selected from a larger sample of official real-

life asylum cases obtained from the Finnish Immigration Service in

2019. The documents were classified as publicly available by the Finn-

ish Immigration Service after they had anonymized all personal infor-

mation. The sample consisted of 200 randomly selected asylum cases,

processed between 2017 and 2018 in any of the four active units of

the Immigration Service in Finland. Each casefile included transcripts

of all available interviews conducted with the applicant as well as the

written asylum decision. For the current study, we started with the

510 SKRIFVARS ET AL.
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same sample as Skrifvars and colleagues in their study from 2020,

which consisted of 80 asylum cases selected from the 200 obtained

cases. From that sample, expired or “not investigated” cases were

excluded, as well as cases with incomplete files (n = 46). Further,

equal numbers of rejected and granted cases were included. Addition-

ally, the authors focused only on applicants originating from the three

most common counties of origin among asylum seekers reaching

Finland (Iraq, Afghanistan, and Somalia), as other countries were rep-

resented by few applicants. The final sample for the 2020 study thus

consisted of 80 cases. For the purpose of the present study, we

excluded 15 additional cases because they lacked some of the inter-

view transcripts. This resulted in a total sample of 65 cases. The appli-

cants were both adults (with or without families) and minors,

originating from Iraq, Afghanistan, and Somalia. Half of the applicants

had been granted asylum or another form of protection status

(i.e., subsidiary protection status or residence permit on other gro-

unds), and half had been rejected. All interviews were interpreter-

assisted.

2.3 | Selection and coding of answers

We defined and established the final coding principles after several

coding attempts and thorough discussions. The first and the fourth

author then co-coded four cases and added examples and clear

rules for different complex issues. We decided to focus only on

answers that related to the persecution claims, therefore excluding

answers related to the interview procedure (i.e., the aim of the

interview, rights of the applicant etc.) and background (i.e., identity

and origin of the applicant). The reason for this was that, at the

time, the identity and origins of applicants were mainly investigated

by the police in separate interviews, which were not included in our

sample. Furthermore, we did not treat the first and possible follow

up interviews differently in the sample, but rather as one interview

continued over several occasions, as follow up interviews were

commonly logical continuations to the previous interviews, and not

re-examinations of already mentioned claims. We coded all answers

for the variables number of information units, answer type, answer

content, uncertainty, reaction to uncertainty, correspondence, and

reaction to correspondence. We also analyzed the free recall phase

of each interview.

2.3.1 | Number of information units

The coding of information units followed the practice developed

by Allwood et al., (2005), according to which an information unit

was defined as a basic statement. Statements about actors and

their actions (e.g., “My mother cried”), as well as objects and

descriptions of objects with one attribute (e.g., “The car was

black”), were counted as a single unit. The practice was further

clarified and adapted to asylum interviews. Our final principles

were the following:

1. An information unit was defined as a basic statement identifying

or describing events, actions, individuals, objects, locations, time,

thoughts, feelings, or any other information relating to the asylum

seekers' persecution claims. Thus, one information unit only

described one fragment of information regarding the persecution

claims, for example, “My brother joined the army”, and “The house

was burned down.”
2. Sentences including more than one fragment of information were

coded into separate units. For example, the sentence “I had a

Mercedes car, which I sold and bought a taxi instead.” was coded

as three units of information; (a) I had a Mercedes car, (b) I sold it,

and (c) I bought a taxi instead.

3. If a sentence included more than one description about an object,

event, actor, et cetera, all additional descriptions were coded as

separate units. For example, the sentence “One or two, bearded

and tall men assaulted me.” was coded into three units of informa-

tion; (a) one or two men assaulted me, (b) the men were bearded,

and (c) the men were tall.

4. Complex sentences such as “If they catch us, they will kill us.”
were coded as single units if the sentence could not be divided

into several units without changing its meaning. However, if com-

plex sentences consisted of an independent main clause that could

be considered as a basic statement describing one fragment of

information on its own, the sentences were coded as separate

units. For example, the sentence “Because I worked for the gov-

ernment, my family was threatened.” was divided into two units

since the first part of the sentence “I worked for the government”
is a meaningful fragment of information on its own. Compared to

the first example, the phrase “if they catch us” is not a meaningful

fragment of information on its own and was thus not coded as a

separate unit.

We only coded new information as information units. In other

words, we did not code information that repeated or reformulated

previously mentioned facts as new units. We did not code synony-

mous examples as separate units. We did not code simple yes or

no answers as new units; merely answering yes or no to a ques-

tion makes it impossible to know if the applicant understood the

question, let alone conclude that they volunteered that informa-

tion. We did not note each information unit separately in the cod-

ing file, but instead noted the total number of units in the answer.

Hence, all subsequent variables were coded per answer, and not

per information unit.

2.3.2 | Answer type

We coded the type of answer into three categories: description

(i.e., any description of the asylum claims), yes/no (i.e., simple “yes” or
“no” answers), and unanswered. Unanswered referred to answers in

which the applicant stated that he or she could not answer the ques-

tion; for example, because of not remembering, not knowing the

answer, or not understanding the question.

SKRIFVARS ET AL. 511
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2.3.3 | Answer content

We coded answer content only for descriptive answers. The following

categories were specified: new persecution facts, new elaborative

facts, clarifications, and repetitions. We defined new persecution facts

as information about the key parts of the claim that “capture the main

gist of what happened”, following Herlihy and Turner's definition for

central details (Herlihy & Turner, 2009, p. 6). New elaborative facts

were defined as all other new information or additional descriptions

that “do not change the narrative nor add to the emotional impact of

the event”, following Herlihy and Turner's definition for peripheral

details (Herlihy & Turner, 2009, p. 6). We decided not to use the terms

central and peripheral details to avoid confusion with previous

research from other interviewing contexts. We defined clarifications

as answers that did not yield new information but clarified or

explained previously mentioned information. We defined repetitions

as pure repetitions of previously mentioned facts.

2.3.4 | Difficulties and misunderstandings

Uncertainty

We coded all instances where the applicant explicitly mentioned any

kind of uncertainty in their answer in response to the question asked.

We included categories for the applicant expressing that they (a) did

not know the answer to the question, (b) did not remember the fact

that the interviewer requested, or (c) did not understand the question.

We also included a fourth category for instances in which the appli-

cant indicated that they did not know how to respond to the question

by (d) asking the interviewer a question.

• Reaction: We coded the reaction of the interviewer when the

applicant expressed uncertainty in their answer, by analyzing the

subsequent question or comment. We specified the following

types of reactions: (a) no reaction, (b) reformulation or explanation

of the same question, (c) exact repetition of the same question,

(d) cued follow up question (i.e., logical follow up question to the

answer), and (e) other reactions (asking the applicant to guess,

offering a speculation, or checking the fact from another source).

Correspondence

The variable correspondence referred to how well the answer mat-

ched the question. We coded answers that contained any clear

response to the question as corresponding (a) completely. We coded

answers that did not respond in any way as corresponding (b) not at

all (e.g., Interviewer [I]: “When did he tell you that he had been threat-

ened?” Applicant [A]: “Yes, he told us that he had been threatened.”).
We included a middle category, corresponding (c) partly, to represent

answers that, although not completely matching the question, may

have included some kind of an (illogical) answer (e.g., I: “If you had

been allowed to choose for yourself, would you have left your home

country?” A: “Everybody loves a safe place. If my parents were here,

I would be the happiest boy in the world.”). We included this category

to acknowledge the subjectivity of coding correspondence. Further-

more, we added a category called (d) corrections, for instances when

the applicant did not answer the question but instead corrected the

interviewer (e.g., I: “When did the car crash happen?” A: “It was a

shooting, not a car crash.”).

• Reaction: We coded the reaction of the interviewer if the answer

did not correspond at all or corresponded partly to the question, in

the same way as we coded the reaction to uncertainty. The same

categories were included: (a) no reaction, (b) reformulation or

explanation of same question, (c) exact repetition of same ques-

tion, and (d) cued follow up question.

2.3.5 | Free recall phase

For each free recall phase, we coded the following aspects: (a) if a free

recall phase was included, (b) which question and which instructions

were given to the applicant directly prior to the free recall phase,

(c) whether the interviewer used additional questions or facilitators to

encourage the applicant to start presenting a free recall, (d) whether

the interviewer ended the free recall by asking if the applicant had

anything further to add, and (e) whether the interviewer interrupted

the applicant.

For comprehensive coding principles and examples, see the online

supplementary appendix (https://osf.io/acu6v/?view_only=3c61f539

e6ce4772ad72658e2780a1ba).

2.3.6 | Interrater reliability

Two coders independently coded 20% of the sample (n = 13 cases

with n = 1227 answers). The 13 cases were randomly chosen from

the sample. We measured interrater reliability for the variable number

of information units with an Intraclass correlation coefficient (ICC)

using the two-way random effect, single measures model. There was

an excellent absolute agreement (ICC = .99) between the coders. For

all other interrater reliability analyses, we used Cohen's Kappa. The

coders reached a level of agreement that ranged from sufficient to

almost perfect for the variables answer type (κ = .96), answer content

(κ = .69), uncertainty (κ = .76), reaction to uncertainty (κ = .68), and

correspondence (κ = .64). For the variable reaction to correspon-

dence, the coders reached a moderate level of agreement (κ = .53).

All discrepancies were resolved by discussion. The first author then

coded the rest of the sample, discussing and resolving all difficulties

with the second coder.

2.3.7 | Question type and style

We retrieved the data on question type and style for the included

cases from the study by Skrifvars et al., (2020). The two main question

styles identified by Skrifvars and colleagues were included in the

512 SKRIFVARS ET AL.
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current analysis: information-gathering style and accusatory style. The

information-gathering style is characterized by questions that allow

the applicants to describe their experiences in their own words,

whereas questions in the accusatory style communicate disbelief and

distrust in the applicant's narrative. Skrifvars et al., (2020) defined

eight different question types, which were all included in the current

analysis. Two types of open questions were defined: invitations and

cued invitations. Invitations prompt a free recall and invite to a

lengthy response (e.g., “Tell me about your reasons for seeking asy-

lum?”). Cued invitations also prompt a free recall, but they also include

a previously mentioned detail or cue to elicit further information

about that specific topic (e.g., “Tell me more about when you were

assaulted?”). Directive questions or “wh” questions, require a specific

answer (e.g., “When did you leave your home country?”) and yes/no

questions request only a simple yes or no (e.g., “Did you see the

shooting?”). Inappropriate questions included forced choice questions,

which give the respondent explicit options to choose between

(e.g., “How did you flee; by foot, running or by car?”), and suggestive

questions, which clearly indicate what kind of answer is expected or

contain information not previously mentioned by the applicant

(e.g., “e.g., “I do think you remember the events that took place a little

more clearly…?”). Utterances included all statements and facilitators

not formulated as questions (e.g., “I repeat my question”) and summa-

ries were defined as at least two sentences summarizing a discussion.

2.4 | Statistical analyses

All analyses were conducted using SPSS. To test the association

between the total number of information units and outcome, we used

a multinomial logistic regression. When analyzing the effect of ques-

tion type and style on the number of information units elicited, we

used linear mixed models to account for within-case dependency. In

these analyses, we used a random slope and random intercept model,

with question type or question style as fixed effects. Chi-square tests

were used to study associations between categorical variables.

3 | RESULTS

3.1 | Case and applicant descriptives

Each case contained between one and five interviews. Approximately

half of the cases (n = 38) contained one interview, 19 cases contained

two interviews, four cases contained three interviews, two cases con-

tained four interviews, and two cases contained five interviews. The

total number of interviews in the sample was 106. We identified a

total of 6424 answers given by the applicant in response to a ques-

tion, of which 4725 were related to the applicant's persecution claims.

The number of question-answer pairs per case varied from 18 to

429 and per interview from 3 to 224.

The premise for the application indicated whether the applicant

was a minor (n = 7) or an adult (n = 58) at the time of applying, and

whether the application was from an individual (n = 59) or a family

(n = 6). This was the first application for 40 applicants, second appli-

cation for 22 applicants, and third application for 3 applicants.

3.2 | Answer type

Most answers (87.4%) contained descriptive information about the

persecution claims, whereas 8.5% were simple yes or no answers.

A total of 4.1% of the answers were coded as unanswered, typically

indicating that the applicant did not know or remember the answer or

did not understand the question.

3.3 | Number of information units

The total number of information units per case ranged from 38 to

1734 (M = 331, SD = 332). All interviews with answers related to the

persecution topic elicited new information. In cases with more than

one interview that related to the persecution topic, the first interview

elicited between 9.4% and 94.8% of the total number of information

units (M = 55.6%, SD = 24.8%).

The total number of information units in a case predicted the out-

come of the case (χ2[2] = 13.81, p = .001). A higher number of informa-

tion units increased the probability for being granted asylum compared

to having the application rejected (B = 0.003, SE = 0.001, p = .019,

OR = 1.003 [1.000, 1.005]), and for asylum compared to other projec-

tion (B = 0.009, SE = 0.004, p = .039, OR = 1.008 [1.000, 1.015]). Thus,

significantly more information units were elicited in total among individ-

uals who were granted asylum. A lower number of information units was

non-significantly associated with a decreased probability for other pro-

jection status compared to being rejected (B = �0.005, SE = 0.004,

p = .178, OR = 0.0995 [0.988, 1.002]).

Most interviews (92%, n = 60) included a free recall phase in the

beginning of the first interview. Between 3.2% and 76.6% of the total

number of information units reported in a case was elicited in the free

recall phase (M = 35.8%, SD = 17.9%). There was no significant differ-

ence in the percentage of information elicited in the free recall phase

for the different outcomes (F[2] = 0.31, p = .736), indicating that this

was not associated with whether the applicant had been granted asy-

lum or not. All free recall phases were introduced by an invitation.

To explore the efficiency of different question types and styles in

eliciting information after the free recall phase (Table 1), we excluded

the free recall phase from the following analyses. Furthermore,

because of the low number of invitations left in the sample after this,

we merged invitations and cued invitations to one category called

open questions. The linear mixed model analysis showed that differ-

ent question types elicited significantly different amounts of informa-

tion units (F[6677.75] = 19.31, p < .001). Further analyses indicated

that open questions elicited significantly more information units than

directive questions (p < .001), yes/no questions (p < .001), forced

choice questions (p < .001), suggestive questions (p = .004) and sum-

maries (p < .001). Directive questions elicited significantly more
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information units than yes/no questions (p = .007). Utterances, which

mostly consisted of statements encouraging the applicant to continue

speaking, elicited significantly more information units than both directive

questions (p < .001) and yes/no questions (p < .001). There were no sig-

nificant differences between the other question types. There was no sig-

nificant difference between question styles with regards to the number

of information units (F[1482.25] = .057, p = .811), indicating that ques-

tions asked in an information-gathering style elicited the same amount of

information as questions asked in an accusatory style.

3.4 | Answer content

Most new persecution facts (86.2%) were elicited in the first inter-

view, whereas 9.4% were elicited in the second, 2.5% in the third, 1.9%

in the fourth interview, and none in the fifth interview. All free recall

phases contained new persecution facts. Approximately half of all new

persecution facts (49.1%) were elicited in the free recall phase. Excluding

the free recall phases, new persecution facts were elicited in 2.0% of the

answers (n = 81), whereas new elaborative facts were elicited in 78.1%

of the answers (n = 3154). A total of 19.9% of the answers did not con-

tain any new information; 13.5% (n = 544) explained already mentioned

information, and 6.4% were pure repetitions (n = 259).

As can be seen in Table 2, the content of answers also depended

on question type (χ2 [21, N = 4038] = 140.014, p < .001). Invitations

elicited more new persecution facts than expected (z = 8.8, p < .001),

as did cued invitations (z = 4.2, p < .001). Directive questions elicited

less new persecution facts than expected (z = �2.6, p = .009). Utter-

ances elicited more new persecution facts (z = 2.7, p = .007), clarifica-

tions (z = 2.4, p = .016), and repetitions (z = 2.5, p = .012) than

expected, and new elaborative facts less often than expected

(z = �2.1, p = .036). No other significant differences between the

expected and observed values were found.

3.5 | Difficulties and misunderstandings

3.5.1 | Uncertainty and reaction to uncertainty

In 9.3% of all answers, the applicant expressed some uncertainty. Out

of all answers, 4.1% (n = 194) contained a statement by the applicant

that they did not know the answer to the question, 1.7% (n = 79) that

they did not remember the answer, and 0.4% (n = 21) that they had

not understood the question. The applicant responded with asking

the interviewer a question in 3.1% (n = 146) of the answers. More

than half (58.2%) of the answers that included uncertainty were coded

as descriptive answers. In other words, despite expressing uncertainty,

the applicant often also included relevant information in their

response or explained the reason for not knowing or remembering the

requested fact. Almost all cases (87.7%) contained at least one state-

ment of uncertainty.

To almost half of the applicants' indications of uncertainty

(45.7%), the interviewer did not react or respond at all. Mostly

(in 92.5% of the occasions), the lack of a reaction followed either an

“I don't know” or “I don't remember” answer. Interviewers reacted to

25.9% of the indications of uncertainty with explaining or

reformulating the question, and to 25.7% with asking a cued follow up

question. Less frequent reactions were to give an exact repetition of

the same question (0.9%, n = 4), and other reactions (1.9%, n = 8).

The other reactions included the following: asking the applicant to

give an estimate or guess the answer (0.7%, n = 3), checking the fact

from another source (0.7%, n = 3) or offering a speculation (0.5%,

n = 2). Worth noting is that it is possible that reactions were not

always written down in the transcripts.

3.5.2 | Correspondence and reaction to
correspondence

A total of 94.7% of the answers corresponded completely to the

question asked, 3.6% corresponded partly, 1.2% did not correspond at

all, and in 0.6% of the answers the applicant corrected what the inter-

viewer had said. Only 26.2% of all cases were entirely without mis-

matched answers. According to the transcripts, the interviewer did

not react in 27.6% of the cases to answers that corresponded partly

or not at all. The interviewer explained or reformulated the same

question again in 31.0% of the cases and asked a cued follow up ques-

tion in 39.7%. Exact repetitions were rare (1.7%). Again, it is possible

that not all reactions were written down in the transcripts.

3.6 | Characteristics of the free recall phase

Notably, in the five cases that lacked a free recall phase, few or no

instructions were given to the applicant regarding what was expected of

them, nor did the interviewer encourage the applicant to tell more after

an initial short answer. Additionally, in four other cases, the interviewer

interrupted the applicant with clarifying questions in the middle of the

TABLE 1 Number of information units elicited by different
question types and styles

Question type or style n M SD Mdn

Max

range

Type

Invitation 21 7.2 8.1 7 34

Cued invitation 556 5.4 7.5 3 58

Directive 2131 3.3 4.8 2 62

Yes/no 1663 2.2 3.6 1 46

Forced choice 92 2.1 2.2 2 10

Suggestive 26 2.4 2.6 1.5 8

Utterance 121 5.0 10.3 2 77

Summary 29 0.4 1.2 0 6

Style

Information gathering 4478 3.2 5.2 2 77

Accusatory 161 3.1 4.2 2 27

Note: Minimum range was 0 for all question types. Questions in the free

recall phase were excluded from this analysis.
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free recall. In six cases, the interviewer successfully aided the applicant in

providing a free recall by giving additional instructions and encouraging

comments. Also, in 19 cases, the interviewer ended the phase by asking

if the applicant had anything to add to the narrative, and in eight cases

the applicant gave additional information as a response.

The instructions given to the applicants to elicit free narratives var-

ied. Most applicants (76.9%) were asked to “report their reasons for

seeking asylum.” A third (32.3%) of all applicants were not given any fur-

ther instructions. The most common instructions were: (a) focus on per-

sonal events and circumstances and not on the general situation in the

home country (included in 47.7% of all cases), (b) give a detailed narrative

(33.8%), (c) speak freely and in their own words (32.3%), (d) speak in a

slow pace and take breaks to facilitate the interpretation (32.3%), and

(e) specifically give details about times, places, and names (16.9%). Appli-

cants were seldom instructed to (a) report everything (9.2%), (b) be truth-

ful (7.7%), (c) describe events in a chronological order (6.2%), and

(d) include sensitive or difficult topics (3.1%).

4 | DISCUSSION

This was, according to our best knowledge, the first study to analyze the

informative content of the answers in official asylum interviews. We

based our hypotheses on interview research from other legal and crimi-

nal contexts and found that the elicitation of information in asylum inter-

views largely followed the same patterns. Additionally, we expand on

previous research by identifying several characteristics specific to asylum

interviews. These features need to be considered when developing

guidelines and training programs for asylum interviews.

4.1 | Informativeness of answers in relation to
question type and style

As predicted, and in line with previous research (Leins et al., 2014;

Snook et al., 2012) open questions elicited more information than

other question types. Consequently, to elicit as much and as detailed

information as possible in asylum interviews, interviewers should pri-

marily ask open questions. As the decision-making in asylum proce-

dures heavily relies on eliciting a detailed and accurate narrative

(Herlihy et al., 2012), the use of open questions in asylum interviews

is of key importance to the overall validity of the asylum procedure.

Most open questions in our sample were cued invitations, which

underscores the benefit of using cued invitations over directive ques-

tions to elicit information about specific topics. This is in line with

research on child interviews, where cued invitations have been found

to help children structure their recalls, and elaborate on important

aspects in their own words (see e.g., Lamb et al., 2003). Research has

indicated that vulnerable witnesses such as adults with intellectual

disabilities or mental health disorders, may need more guidance and

specific questions to be able to report detailed and accurate informa-

tion (Bowles & Sharman, 2014; Farrugia & Gabbert, 2020). The results

of the current study show that cued invitations may convey sufficient

guidance to aid these witnesses in giving more elaborate reports.

It is further worth noting that most yes/no questions elicited

answers containing descriptive information, thus more than a simple

yes or no. In general, we noted a tendency for asylum seekers to fre-

quently offer explanations or add information not directly related to

the question. This observation may be explained by the fact that the

interviews consist of a disproportionate number of closed questions.

As such, the opportunities for applicants to freely explain and describe

their experiences are limited. Although closed questions in this study

yielded more information than what would have been assumed based

on the literature (Brandon et al., 2018; Memon et al., 2010),

volunteering more information than necessary or going off-topic may

frustrate the interviewer. Therefore, we still recommend to reserve

closed questions for clarifying ambiguities and confirming facts and

structure the interview around open-ended questions including cued

invitations.

Moreover, as expected, invitations and cued invitations elicited

most new persecution facts after the free recall phase. Other question

types rarely elicited new key information. In general, most answers

TABLE 2 Content in answers as a function of different question types

Question type

New persecution facts New elaborative facts Clarification Repetition Total

n % n % n % n % n

Invitation 6 30.0 11 55.0 1 5.0 2 10.0 20

Cued invitation 24 4.6 388 74.0 82 15.6 30 5.7 524

Directive 24 1.2 1616 79.5 268 13.2 125 6.1 2033

Yes/no 20 1.6 985 79.4 155 12.5 80 6.5 1240

Forced choice 1 1.2 67 79.8 11 13.1 5 6.0 84

Suggestive 0 0.0 18 78.3 3 13.1 2 8.7 23

Utterance 6 5.6 65 60.7 23 21.5 13 12.1 107

Total 81 2.0 3154 78.1 544 13.5 259 6.4 4038

Note: Percentages indicate what proportion of a question type yielded the indicated content type. Questions in the free recall phase were excluded from

this analysis. Content was only analyzed for descriptive answers; hence, the total number of questions included in this analysis is smaller than in the

analysis of total number of information units elicited by question types and styles.
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contained elaborative facts, and approximately one fifth of all descrip-

tive answers were clarifications of previously mentioned information

or pure repetitions. Interestingly, clarifications were more common

than pure repetitions, indicating that the applicant or the interviewer

quite often felt the need to readdress topics. The finding that topics

are often rediscussed several times within interviews illustrates the

challenging process of eliciting information in asylum interviews, and

the opportunity for increasing efficiency.

In contrast to our hypothesis and previous research indicating

that information-gathering questions elicit more information than

accusatory questions (Meissner et al., 2012; Vrij et al., 2014), in our

sample, question style did not affect the amount of information

elicited. A possible explanation for this may be that asylum seekers

differ from interviewees in legal and criminal contexts. Asylum seekers

might be more willing and eager to explain themselves in response to

accusatory questions, as opposed to giving short denials or excuses,

because they are aware of their legal duty to provide authorities with

all relevant information as well as all corroborating evidence (i.e., the

burden of proof lies with the applicant). On the other hand, it may be

because we coded question style differently compared to previous

research (for individual questions rather than for entire interviews; for

more information, see Skrifvars et al., 2020). Nevertheless, in asylum

interviews, single accusatory questions do not seem to result in less

informative answers. It is to be noted, though, that we could not con-

trol for the ground truth of the responses and thus, it cannot be ruled

out that the question type may influence the quality of the response,

even though it did not seem to affect quantity.

4.2 | The importance of the free recall phase

The aim of a free recall phase is to allow the applicant to freely

describe all experiences that led them to apply for asylum. Preferably,

the free recall phase should contain a high proportion of the total

amount of information as well as most of the key aspects of the per-

secution claims. Our results were only partly in line with this. As

predicted, the free recall phase generally elicited a substantial part of

the total amount of information in a case. This varied considerably

between cases; however, the variation may be due to the natural dif-

ferences in how much detail individuals tend to provide (Anakwah

et al., 2020; Nahari & Pazuelo, 2015).

On the other hand, it is concerning that some interviews lacked a

free recall phase entirely and that applicants were sometimes inter-

rupted during their free recall. This considerably limits the opportuni-

ties for applicants to freely describe their experiences. Furthermore,

only half of all key aspects of the persecution claims were elicited in

the free recall phase, indicating that key facts are often disclosed later

in the interviews. This may be due to a variety of contextual, inter-,

and intrapersonal factors (Bögner et al., 2010; Skrifvars et al., 2021).

Factors that have been suggested to hinder disclosure include shame,

a tendency to avoid unwanted emotional states, intrusive memories

or flashbacks, and dissociative symptoms (Bögner et al., 2007;

Herlihy & Turner, 2009). The applicant may also be unsure of which

aspects of a claim that are relevant, or remember more after recalling

other memories, which is a natural human tendency (Herlihy &

Turner, 2009; Skrifvars et al., 2021). The applicant may also have been

inclined to come up with false new facts during the interview if they

perceived their chances to receive asylum to be low. Nevertheless,

interviewers should focus on facilitating disclosure during the free

recall phase by, for example, creating a supportive, calm interview sit-

uation and giving clear instructions.

Regarding the instructions for the free recall phase, we noted

substantial differences between cases. We found many good exam-

ples of relevant instructions for the asylum context, such as to focus

on personal experiences and not the general situation in the country.

In many cases, however, relevant instructions were lacking. Instruc-

tions that clarify expectations in the free recall phase, for example, to

report everything, even sensitive claims, and to give details even if

they seem irrelevant, would be particularly important to include for a

memory retrieval perspective. Other strategies to maximize memory

retrieval, for example the instructions used in the Enhanced Cognitive

Interview could be implemented as well (Paulo et al., 2013). Before

drawing far-reaching conclusions about the lack of instructions, how-

ever, we should consider the possibility that not all instructions were

written down in the transcripts.

4.3 | Difficulties and misunderstandings

In almost all cases, we observed several of the previously observed

challenging situations that seem particularly common in asylum inter-

views. First, we found that asylum seekers could not give any answers

in almost one tenth of all the questions asked, because they did not

know or remember the requested fact or understand the question.

This implies that interviewers regularly ask questions that are difficult

for the applicant to understand because of complicated or unclear for-

mulations or ask unanswerable questions for which the correct

answer has never been encoded. Still, many of the I do not know or

understand answers also contained descriptive information, fre-

quently an explanation or about something related to the question. As

such, applicants often seem motivated to give a response to the inter-

viewer's questions. As noted earlier, a similar tendency to give addi-

tional information or an explanation even when not requested was

found in several other situations as well and might be characteristic of

asylum interviews. In many cases, the applicant's added explanation

probably rendered it unnecessary for the interviewer to react or

respond to the uncertainty. In other instances, the interviewer mostly

reacted adequately, by either explaining the question or by asking a

related follow up question.

Second, we noted that applicants sometimes misunderstood

questions and responded in ways that only matched the question

partly, or not at all. Due to the many complicating factors and chal-

lenging dynamics in asylum interviews, it is understandable that mis-

understandings occur. However, the relatively high prevalence (5%) of

mis-matched answers is concerning. Even more concerning is that the

interview transcripts are always checked by the applicant together
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with the interpreter at the end of the interviewing process. One could

expect that most of these misunderstanding would be corrected in

that process, but this did not appear to be the case. The interpreter's

role in this regard is prominent, and issues with the translation may be

the reason for some of the misunderstandings. Another possibility is

that the transcripts do not reflect the verbatim conversations in the

interview, and that the misunderstandings are explained or corrected

orally, but not written down. Nevertheless, uncorrected mis-matched

answers in the transcripts are problematic, as decision-making is often

based on the paper files. Another possibility could be that some appli-

cants consciously chose to not answer the question asked. However,

due to the commonly observed cultural differences, difficult questions

and challenges with the interpretation, it is likely that most mis-

matched answers are honest mistakes due to a challenging

interviewing context. Particularly problematic is the fact that the

interviewers did not react to the mis-matched answers in over 30% of

the instances. On the other side, in 70% of the instances, interviewers

either explained the question or asked a related follow up question,

which both are suitable reactions.

4.4 | Other findings

The total amount of information provided in a case varied consider-

ably and was related to the outcome of the case. Applicants who had

been granted asylum provided significantly more information than

both applicants who had been rejected or had been given secondary

protection status. This is closely connected to the results of Skrifvars

et al., (2020), who found that the number of questions asked in differ-

ent cases differed based on outcome. A possible explanation for this

is that applicants who are granted asylum have experienced more per-

secution and therefore, have more to report in the interviews. A more

concerning interpretation would be that if interviewers have made a

substantial effort to cover all topics and encourage the applicant to

report everything in detail, the applicant is more likely to be granted

asylum. In the latter situation, the likelihood of being granted asylum

would be dependent on factors related to the interviewing style

rather than the applicant's claims.

4.5 | Recommendations

The results from the current study give rise to the following recom-

mendations to improve the quality of (Finnish) asylum interviews. First,

a free recall phase should always be included at the start of the first

interview in a case. The instructions for the free recall should be further

developed and standardized to maximize the amount of information

and the number of persecution facts elicited during the phase. Inter-

viewers should carefully explain the purpose of the free recall to the

applicants, instruct them to report everything in detail, including sensi-

tive topics, and encourage hesitant or insecure applicants to tell their

story in their own words from beginning to end. Instructions specific to

the asylum context, such as to focus on personal aspects and not on

the country's general situation are also important to include.

Second, interviewers should phrase their questions in an open-

ended way whenever possible, to elicit as much detailed information

as possible about the applicant's narratives. Cued invitations are par-

ticularly suitable and effective in eliciting more information about a

specific theme and in focusing the discussion on issues relevant to the

application. Ideally, interviewers should use cued invitations to focus

on all topics brought up in the free recall phase that the interviewer

wants more information about. Asylum seekers seem motivated to

explain themselves and should be given ample opportunity to do so.

Third, it is problematic that interviewers frequently formulated

questions which lead to mis-matched answers. Particularly concerning

is that interviewers did not always react to mis-matched answers,

leaving questions unanswered and information incomprehensible.

Understandably, communication in asylum interviews is often chal-

lenging. Nevertheless, interviewers would benefit from clearer

instructions, concrete examples, and training in how to avoid difficult

questions, react to misunderstandings, and communicate effectively

in challenging situations.

Finally, all the aforementioned issues could be improved by devel-

oping and extending the training period for asylum officials. Compared

to how much training interviewers in other legal contexts in Finland

receive (e.g., police officers conducting child interviews in criminal

cases are required to complete a year-long training program; Korkman

et al., 2017), the four-week-long training period for asylum interviews

is short. Asylum officials would benefit from more training incorporat-

ing knowledge about human memory functions as well as practical

training in asking open, information-gathering questions, creating and

maintaining rapport and communicating effectively despite the often-

challenging cross-cultural interview situation. Previous research has

showed that clear and concrete instructions, continuous practical

training, expert feedback, and regular evaluation are key components

of successful training programs in investigative interviewing

(Powell, 2008). These key components should be incorporated in a

future training program for asylum officials.

4.6 | Limitations

Creating new and adapting existing coding principles to fit the context

of real-life asylum interviews was challenging. The ways in which the

interviews were conducted, interpreted, and written down varied,

making it difficult to compare and code all interviews using the same

coding scheme. We revised our coding principles several times, and

some variables were test-coded multiple times to create consistent

rules that covered all variations between the cases. For most vari-

ables, interrater reliability was sufficient, however, for the variables

that heavily depended on the coding of other variables, such as the

reactions, interrater reliability was only acceptable. Caution is

warranted in the interpretation and generalization of the results for

these variables. We also attempted to code contradictions but found
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it difficult, as it was often unclear if the information was truly con-

tradictive or only seemed contradictive because of communication

challenges. Future studies could re-address this important aspect.

An important limitation of analyzing transcripts is that it is impossible

to determine how well they correspond to the real situation. It is possible

that reactions from the interviewer and instructions given to the appli-

cants were not written down in the transcripts, because they were not

considered to be important. Additionally, even small differences in the

exact formulations of questions and answers might have consequences

for the outcomes of our analyses. The use of interpreters is likely to fur-

ther exacerbate these problems, as previous studies have shown (Ewens

et al., 2016). As the transcripts did not contain any information about

possible challenges with the interpretation, we have no way of knowing

to what extent issues with the interpretation affected the interviews.

Studying video-recordings of interviews in the future would be a valu-

able addition to the current study.

5 | CONCLUSION

The current study yields new legal psychological knowledge about

how information is elicited in asylum interviews. Our results can be

summarized in three key messages that should be considered to

ensure interviews of the best possible quality. First, the free recall

phase is vital and efforts to increase its efficiency by revising and

standardizing interviewer instructions should be made. Second, open

questions, including cued invitations, best fit the goal of eliciting as

much information as possible. Third, interviews with asylum seekers

are challenging, and interviewers would benefit from more training in

how to avoid difficult questions and misunderstandings as well as

improving their communication skills. Future studies should continue

to evaluate current asylum interviews, for example by exploring how

the interview participants (i.e., asylum seekers, asylum interviewers,

and interpreters) perceive the interviews. Also, the decision-making

process in asylum cases should be studied, including pitfalls related to

the credibility assessments based on the asylum interviews to create

as reliable and effective procedures as possible.
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