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AHoTanisg. OTpuMaHHS JOCTOBIPHHX CBiT4EeHb CBiAKIB mpo croctepexkeHHss UAP wmae
LEHTpaJIbHE 3HAYEHHS Ul MOro nepBUHHOrO aociiikeHHs . OCKUIbKN 00'€KTUBHUX 1HCTPYMEHTa-
JHHUX JIOKA3iB MOKH BCE II€ HEJOCTaTHRO a00 BOHU YacTO HEOJAHO3HAYHI, CBIAUCHHS OYEBHILIB €
OCHOBHUM pkepenoM iHpopmartii npo moxaii UAP. IIpoBeneHHss MeTOA0IOTIYHO MPaBUIbHUX 1H-
TEPB'I0 13 OYEBHIISIMH € BOKJIMBHUM JUIsI 3a0€3MeUeHHsI X HAyKOBOi OOIPYHTOBAHOCTI. Y Iiif CTaTTI
OIUCY€THCSI METOJUYHUI Ta HAYKOBO OOIPYHTOBAHMH MiJXiJ, 3aCHOBAaHMH Ha METO/aX IHTEPB'IO-
BaHHS 3 KPUMIHAJICTHUKH, SIKi1 YCHIIIHO BUKOPHCTOBYIOTHCS ISl iHTEpB'IOBaHHS CBiIKiB. CrioyaTky
nocsig UAP xapakTepusyeTbcs B KOHTEKCTI 3arajlHOr0 OMMCY SIBHILA B PaKypcl aHOMaliCTUKU.
[ToTim mpeacTaBieHi BUMOTH JIO TOCIITHUKIB, BKIIFOUAIOYU METOINYHI, KOMyHIKaTHBHI Ta 0COOMC-
TicHI acniekTu. lle o3Hauae 3HaHHSA NMPUHLUIIB HAYKOBUX IMOJIBOBUX JIOCIIKEHb, K IPOBOJUTU
IHTEpB'I0 Ta, 30KpeMa, KOMYHIKaTUBHI aclieKTH B3aeMOJil 31 cBigkamu. OMUCAHO THIIM KOHTAKTYy
Ta BIAMOBIIHI TUMH 1HTEPB'I0. BOHU 0a3yr0ThCS Ha SIKICHUX COIIATBHUX MOCTIHKEHHAX Ta KPUMi-
HAJIICTHUII, a TAKOX MIAXOAATh 715 iHTepB'toBaHHA CBiIKIB UAP. 30kpema, OUIbII 1eTaabHO TIpeI-
CTaBJICHI JOCTIAHHIIbKI Ta KOTHITUBHI iHTepB'to. OCHOBHA yBara MpUJIIISETHCS OMUCY MPOLECy
onutyBaHHs cBiKIB UAP, 3aCHOBaHOTr0 Ha KOrHITUBHOMY 1HTEpB'IOBaHHI, IPEACTABIECHO HOT0O OK-
pemi (dazu. BumineHo crerianbHi TUTaHHS, 30KpeMa AJisl TPYI CBIJIKIB, JITEH Ta JTr0Ae MOXUIOro
BIKY, JJIsi IOBTOPHUX IHTEPB'IO Ta OIIHIOBaHHS JOCTOBIpHOCTI. [TokazaHi momaneIi Jii micis iH-
TepB'IOBaHHS CB1JIKa, 3aBEPILEHHS IHTEPB'I0 y BUIJIAAL 3BITY. Haperri, Takox 3rajyeTbcsi MOXKIIH-
BICTh IIPOBEJICHHS CAaMOIHTEPB'IOBaHHS CAMOCTIIHO CaMHMM CBIJIKOM JJIsi CBOEYACHOTO OTPUMAaHHS
BHCOKOSIKICHUX CBIJJY€Hb, 1 3aIIPOMIOHOBAHI MMPONO3HULLIT 11010 OHJIAHH-(POPM 3BITHOCTI.
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“Despite the obvious appeal of television police shows, where attractive investigators and
their white-smocked laboratory colleagues solve crimes by conducting high-tech computer-
assisted analyses ..., in fact most crimes are solved by ordinary-looking police who ask victims and
witnesses: ‘What happened? ‘” Ronald P. Fisher & Nadja Schreiber"

1. Introduction

! Fisher R. P., Schreiber N. Interview protocols to improve eyewitness memory. In M. P. Toglia, J. D. Read, D.
F. Ross, & R. C. L. Lindsay (Eds.), The handbook of eyewitness psychology: Volume I, memory of events (p. 53) /
Lawrence Erlbaum. 2017. Cited as an analogy to UAP case investigations.
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1.1. Characterization of UAP experiences. UAP events constitute the basis for any exami-
nation of the UAP phenomenon'. This includes the investigation of individual cases and possible

Ay secondary Phenomenon Fig. 1. Differentiation of the UAP phenomenon into
a primary and secondary phenomenon. The primary
phenomenon includes both identified (IFO/IAP) and
unidentified (UFO/UAP) events. Topics related to the

secondary phenomenon are not exhaustive (by author).

UAP Hvents/
Experjences

UFO/UAP

origins, as well as natural and social science consider-
ations, data analysis, technical studies, and the devel-
opment and discussion of hypotheses regarding unex-
plained sightings. This is independent of how the
events occur or the environment in which they happen,
whether they are visual observations recorded in pho-
tos or videos or detected by radar or other instrumental
systems. These events can manifest in various ways.
They may appear as objects, luminous phenomena, or other occurrences in the air or water. Bor-
derline experiences, such as encounters with non-human entities associated with the UAP phe-
nomenon, can also be included. UAP events are significant because without them, none of these
activities, especially the more recent scientific research approaches, would exist.

Based on this premise, the UAP phenomenon can be differentiated into a primary and sec-
ondary phenomenon: sighting events and encounters (both identified and unidentified) represent
the primary phenomenon, while all other research and activities represent the secondary phenome-
non. Case studies, predominantly conducted by privately organized UAP research, can be de-
scribed as primary UAP research, while other activities can be described as secondary UAP re-
search. Figure 1 illustrates this differentiation.

Reporting on UAP events largely relies on individuals' personal experiences. Although many
sighting reports now include photos or videos?, witness reports often contain supplementary details
about the phenomena's appearance and dynamics that cannot be inferred from the visual material
alone. Furthermore, as discussions of cases with fellow researchers have shown, and as was
recently expressed at the MUFON Symposium 2025, witnesses often describe something different
from what can be seen in the footage [1]. These subjective experiences allow UAP to be classified
as exceptional experiences (EE) in anomalistics. EE encompass experiences that individuals
perceive as unusual and that are commonly referred to as “paranormal” or “supernatural” [2].
Typical EE are parapsychological phenomena, hauntings, premonitions, prophetic dreams, and
UAP events. However, UAP events play a subordinate role in EE investigations, which are
dominated by paranormal phenomena [3,4,5].

A typical feature of EE and, in particular, UAP events is that they occur spontaneously—that
is, suddenly and unpredictably—and predominantly as short-lived, transient phenomena that are
difficult to grasp [6,2]. Such experiences occur under uncontrolled conditions and cannot be repli-
cated; therefore, they currently elude a concrete, positive definition and tend to be ambiguous. Be-
cause UAP events are transient, they happen usually in the past by the time a sighting report is
made, so investigators must indirectly reconstruct them based on witness testimony.

1.2. Witness testimonies as a main source of information on UAP events. Previous and
current efforts to obtain technically based, objective evidence of UAP have not yielded clear re-
sults. Numerous photos and videos exist, including those of unexplained cases. However, when
verified, they appear rather vague and ambiguous, making it impossible to draw clear conclusions

IFO/IAP

sasayjodAq

Encounter

Technics

! Here, the term "phenomenon" is used in the singular as a collective term for all aspects and individual phe-

nomena that may be associated with UAP.

2 According to the two major UAP reporting centers in Germany — the Society for the Research into the UFO Phenomenon (GEP)
and the Central Research Network for Exceptional Sky Phenomena (CENAP) — around 60% of sightings are accompanied by visual
material, such as photos or videos. (personal communication, Sep. 1, 2025).
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from them. Consequently, witness testimonies are given high priority. This has led some UAP re-
searchers to identify characteristics in UAP flight behavior that allegedly indicate extraordinary
capabilities that seem to defy known physics. One example are the “Five Observables” [7]. These
characteristics are attributed to UAP and are based significantly on the interpretation of witness
testimonies. A similar situation exists in the analysis of the famous 2004 U.S. Navy UAP video
associated with the Tic Tac incident. According to the authors of the study, although no objective
data, such as size or distance, could be derived from the footage, assumptions and estimates from
available eyewitness testimonies can be used to calculate the object's behavior [8].

Regardless of the debate about the suitability of witness testimonies for deriving objective
data on object behavior, these examples demonstrate the importance of witness testimonies and
their status as an important source of information about the event in question. This, in turn, raises
questions about the methods used and the conditions under which the information was gathered.
Reliable witness accounts are essential for accurately evaluating sighting experiences and distin-
guishing between identified and unidentified cases. Unexplained cases, collected in the residual
category of unidentified sightings, serve as a basis for developing hypotheses. Since these account
for only a small percentage of reported sightings, reliable data collection based on witness inter-
views according to scientific criteria is necessary to generate usable data [9].

The importance of witness interviews stems from the fact that it is the only system variable
that can be controlled by the investigator. All other variables related to the event are estimator var-
iables that are uncontrollable [10].

2. Necessary skills for case investigators and interviewers. The skills for case investiga-
tors and interviewers cover three main areas, which are described below. These areas include me-
thodical skills for a scientific approach; personal characteristics and behavior during interviews;
and communication skills for interacting with witnesses to obtain the best possible testimonies.

2.1. Methodical skills. To obtain reliable and scientifically useful information from witness
testimonies, a targeted approach is necessary because an interview is not a casual conversation
about any topic. This requires methodical competence on the part of the interviewer. This compe-
tence encompasses a general scientific approach, particularly in practical field research. This ap-
proach must be transparent, comprehensible, and intersubjectively verifiable. It also involves doc-
umenting all steps of the work and securing and storing all obtained results [e.g.,11,12]. These
principles are also established in anomalistics and UAP research [e.g.,13,14,15,16]. For witness
interviews, this means that the procedure and all witness statements must be documented. The un-
derlying process should be clearly described and remain consistent so that the implementation and
results can be compared. To be generally applicable, the process should cover different variants of
a possible interview. Ideally, the process would be part of a methodical framework for case inves-
tigations as a whole [e.g.,17,18,19,20].

Additionally, interviewers should be familiar with the various types of contact and inter-
views used in qualitative social research and anomalistic research. These methods are described in
Section 3 below, along with their respective advantages and disadvantages. In addition to the in-
vestigative interview, the cognitive interview plays a special role. It was developed specifically for
obtaining reliable witness testimonies.

2.2. Personal skills of the interviewer. Our expertise focuses on the human factor, in both
the interviewer and the witness. Interviews and eyewitness statements remain central components
of data collection. In this regard, we have a decisive advantage over interviews in other contexts
when it comes to UAP events. Witnesses contact a reporting center on their own initiative because
they want to share their information. This means that we usually do not have to seek out witnesses,
persuade them to be interviewed, or overcome any resistance they may have. Although witnesses
contact reporting centers on their own initiative, we, the UAP researchers, now want to obtain as
much reliable information as possible from them.

The quality of the information obtained from the witness depends largely on the interview-
er's behavior and interaction with the witness, which requires a basic understanding of the inter-
view situation and the influence of behavior, body language, and the type of questioning. Basic
principles for conducting witness interviews have also been formulated in anomalistics and UAP
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research [e.g.,14,16,21,22,23,24]. These principles include treating the witness with respect and
courtesy, creating a friendly and trustworthy atmosphere, and conducting the interview in an ethi-
cal manner. The goal is to encourage the witness to speak freely without fear of being dismissed,
regardless of what they say, how they interpret it, or one's own thoughts on the matter. During the
interview, the interviewer must behave in an objective, neutral, and communicative attitude, pref-
erably using open questions. The confidentiality of the entire process must also be ensured.

Knowledge of fundamental communication aspects is an important component because it
significantly influences the course of the interview, how a witness communicates with the inter-
viewer, and the outcome of the entire interview. Good communication between the interviewer and
witness is essential for a positive outcome. The following section is devoted specifically to these
aspects.

2.3. Communicative issues between interviewer and witness. Communication is im-
portant because witness interviewing is an interaction between the interviewer and the witness.
Therefore, an interview is an interactive, reciprocal conversation that develops over time. All
statements in a conversation relate to each other, creating interrelationships. Consequently, the
course of the interview depends on the behavior of both participants. In this context, every behav-
ior is simultaneously a stimulus, a reaction, and a reinforcement. Each statement serves as a stimu-
lus for a counterstatement, a reaction to a previous statement, and a reinforcement of previous
statements. Consequently, both conversation partners are responsible for the direction of the con-
versation, and each partner influences its course [25]. The interviewer’s role is to manage the in-
terview process effectively through communication.

In addition, every interview situation is unique. This is due not only to the environment in
which the interview takes place, but also to the witness's personality and communication skills.
These factors are reflected in the specific dynamics of an interview situation [26]. This requires the
interviewer to adapt to each situation and witness. This includes taking the witness's linguistic ex-
pressiveness into account, especially when asking questions in a comprehensible manner in a
structured interview. During this course, questions should not be simply read from a UAP ques-
tionnaire; rather, they should be formulated in a way that is appropriate to the witness's level of
understanding. Active listening is also important, requiring the interviewer to listen attentively
without interrupting or adding comments and to carefully interpret what is said [25]. Therefore, an
interviewer needs self-discipline and self-control to know what to ask, when to ask it, and how to
phrase the question.

In the context of EE, a special form of communication is the “protected communication,” as
described in anomalistic research [27]. It refers to a specific communication pattern among wit-
nesses. It is based on social discourse and the limited acceptance of exceptional phenomena, which
can make witnesses uncertain about how seriously their accounts will be taken. Protected commu-
nication is characterized by three features:

e Emphasizing one's own normality: The witness assures that he is not “crazy,” was sober,
and does not normally believe in such things. This is done to distance himself from naive individu-
als and prevent possible pathologization.

e Intersubjective validation of the experience: The witness references third parties who
have had similar experiences, people who confirm that he is “normal,” and experts who support his
interpretation or confirm the experience through comparable experiences of other people.

e Plausibility through negation: The witness mentions various conventional explanations
but rejects them based on details and doubts their plausibility. This conveys that the witness has
considered conventional explanations but found them lacking. A typical formulation for this is: “It
looked like ..., but it can't be because ...”

The first and third characteristics, in particular, are quite common, as also the author discov-
ered through his case studies. As an interviewer, if you encounter these characteristics, you should
take note of them in a largely neutral manner and avoid commenting or reflecting critically. How-
ever, you can reassure witnesses regarding the first characteristic by letting them know that you
take them seriously and want to know everything about their experience. Ultimately, most UAP
witnesses are normal people without pathological traits [28], though UAP experiences can certain-
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ly affect witnesses psychologically [29]. The third characteristic, however, is often problematic
because a witness usually lacks the experiential knowledge and research findings necessary to in-
vestigate the case and ultimately classify and identify the event. At this stage, the interviewer may
not have all the findings either, so they should record the witness's statements for later case discus-
sion.

Additionally, it is worth mentioning that interviewees tend to adapt to interviewers in order
to establish mutual understanding. For example, if the interviewer is critical, the witness may hold
back in their statements, whereas if the interviewer is enthusiastic, the witness may embellish their
statements. This can lead to distortions in the details, so it is important for the interviewer to re-
main neutral.

This demonstrates that a methodological framework encompasses not only the witness inter-
view process but also the interviewer.

3. Interview designs. The various types of interviews that can be used are particularly im-
portant for a interview design, in addition to the types of contact with witnesses. In addition to
qualitative research interviews, these include those geared toward witness interviews in forensics.

3.1. Types of contact in interviews. Depending on the nature of the contact between the
case investigator and the witness, various types can be identified. Within the framework of field
research, market research offers a classification system for this purpose, according to which basic
types can be distinguished [30].

e Personal interview: The interviewee is interviewed by an interviewer in direct contact
(face-to-face). The interview often takes place in the respondent's home, but sometimes at the loca-
tion of the event or observation. A structured interview is usually conducted, sometimes with the
help of a questionnaire. It is easy to make audio recordings here using a smartphone. This method
requires the most effort from the investigator but offers the greatest potential for information gath-
ering.

e Telephone interview: In this classic variant, the interviewer contacts and interviews the
interviewee by telephone. Here, too, a structured interview and the use of a questionnaire as a
guide are possible. This interview method requires relatively little effort from the investigator
while still allowing direct contact with the witness. Audio recording is possible to a limited extent,
depending on the available technology.

e Written interview: There is only indirect contact with the interviewee here, preferably via
email or social media. This includes exchanges via online reporting forums, for example. Addi-
tionally, a questionnaire can be sent to the witness, who then completes it independently. The in-
vestigator does not provide personal support, so any problems the witness has understanding the
questions are not always addressed with follow-up questions. Follow-up questions from the inves-
tigator are also made in writing.

e Online interview: This is an increasingly popular form of interview in which the inter-
viewee can report a sighting via an online form on a website or a mobile reporting app. The con-
tent of these forms is based on questionnaires, and the data is often entered directly into a database.
Here, too, the report is submitted without personal support from the investigator. Questions depend
on the transmission of contact details. This survey method requires the least effort, especially since
investigators already receive structured case data in digital form.

Table 1 summarizes the different types of contact and their respective advantages and disad-
vantages. The disadvantages should be viewed primarily as risks. These risks are primarily case-
related and depend on the witnesses and the course of the interview, so they do not necessarily
have to occur in this form. Therefore, they can be minimized or even avoided altogether.

A request sent to the two major German UAP reporting centers—the Society for the Re-
search into the UFO Phenomenon (GEP) and the Central Research Network for Exceptional Sky
Phenomena (CENAP)—regarding the type of contact revealed that this information is not current-
ly recorded (personal communication, Jul. 29, 2025). Only the reporting channels used for initial
UAP sighting reports have been recorded for some time now. For a certain percentage of written or
online sighting reports, additional inquiries or questions are also made by telephone or, less fre-
quently, in person, but only estimates are available for this. In unidentified cases, the proportion of
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personal or telephone interviews is higher because witnesses are directly interviewed more fre-
quently. If necessary, case investigators in the vicinity of the witness carry out additional research
and direct interviews.

Table 1. Overview of contact types

Type Feature Advantage Disadvantage/Risks
In person |direct contact Highly informative, follow-up ques- | High effort, interviewer influence, communica-
(face-to-face) tions, process control, structured tive understanding, requirements for interview-
questioning, assistance, behavioral |ers
observation, audio recording
By phone | Telephone, verbal | Highly informative, follow-up ques- | Willingness to provide information, limited
tions, process control, structured range of questions, premature termination, no
questioning, reduced interviewer nonverbal observation, audio recording depend-
influence, low effort ent on the technology
In writing | Email/letter, No interviewer influence, low ef- Low response rate, considered answers, third-
questionnaire, fort, time-independent, easy acces- | party influences, text-oriented, lack of control,
forums sibility of witnesses limited follow-up questions
Online Reporting No interviewer influence, low ef- Anonymous reporting, considered responses,
form/app fort, digital data, time-independent | third-party influences, text-oriented, lack of
control, limited follow-up questions

Although personal interviews are considered ideal, they are neither mandatory nor effective
for all sighting reports. This is particularly true for sightings where the initial descriptions provide
reasonable evidence for a conventional explanation and for expected frequent sightings due to
known stimuli, such as unusual astronomical constellations or Starlink satellite launches, beside
others. These events regularly lead to sighting reports being made to reporting centers. Detailed
interviews are not the focus here, and open questions can usually be clarified by telephone or in
writing. However, the low proportion of direct personal interviews in relation to the total number
of reports is often due to a lack of personnel and time resources at reporting centers and among
case investigators. Personal interviews often fail due to the physical distance from the witnesses. A
larger proportion of interviews are conducted by telephone, which still allows for some direct con-
tact with the witness. One problem with purely online reports is anonymous reporting, which
makes it impossible to ask follow-up questions and hinders the evaluation process. Table 2 shows
the proportions of reporting channels and contact types for UAP reports as recorded or estimated
for sightings.

Table 2. Percentage of reporting channels (contact types) used by German UAP

reporting centers. Values in brackets indicate contacts involving a possible second contact
after the initial report and are based on estimates. For instance, an initial written report
followed by a telephone interview is classified as a telephone contact

Contact type GEP (N =5028) CENAP (N=1053)
In person <1% <1%

By phone 10.9% (~20%) 31.9% (~48%)
In writing 41.6% (~37%) 45.9% (~35%)
Online 46.7% (~42%) 22.2% (~17%)
In person/by phone when unidentified 70-80% (n=357) ---

Investigators do not always have the authority to decide which form of contact to use. This
depends not only on local and temporal circumstances, but also on the form used by the witness to
report the sighting, as well as the extent to which they provide contact details and express willing-
ness to be interviewed further.

3.2. Types of interviews in qualitative social research. Depending on the type of research
question and the subject of the research, qualitative (social) research offers a wide variety of inter-
view types [e.g.,31,32,33,34]. Some essential types can also be used for interviews in connection
with EE and UAP experiences, which are also mentioned in anomalistics [27]:
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e Guided interview: A semi-structured interview on a specific topic conducted in an open
manner. Systematic survey with open questions, preferably.

e Expert interview: This is fact-oriented questioning of an expert on a specific topic and
can be conducted semi-structured or structured. Targeted questioning.

e Narrative interview: Open, largely unstructured questioning aimed at collecting and re-
constructing biographical events or individual experiences. It involves free narration with little in-
tervention from the interviewer.

A key feature that distinguishes the different types of interviews is the structure of the ques-
tions used. Unstructured interviews are largely guided by the interviewee's narrative and do not
use closed questions, which are usually open. Structured interviews, on the other hand, use a pre-
determined set of questions, usually closed, with little free narration. Semi-structured interviews
are a hybrid of the two.

Social scientists, in particular, have proposed using qualitative interview methods, such as
guided or narrative interviews, when conducting interviews with witnesses of UAP [27]. Both
forms are good approaches for witness interviews, but they also have weaknesses in their pure
form. For instance, guided interviews focus on positive, open questioning but omit the important
component of free narration. Narrative interviews focus on free narration but lack the targeted
questioning necessary for specific, comparable sighting data. One option is to use a type of inter-
view from the field of forensics. These interviews use proven techniques specifically designed for
witness interviews.

3.3. The investigative interview and the PEACE model. In the early 1990s, the PEACE
model was developed in the UK. It serves as the basis for a series of evidence-based interview
techniques used in criminal investigations. One such technique is the investigative interview,
which was also developed in the 1990s [35]. The PEACE model is a five-step process that guides
the interview. It enables respondents to testify freely and without coercion in an atmosphere of
mutual respect. Furthermore, the model defines respectful, open-minded, and neutral behavior on
the part of the interviewer. The model describes five stages: Planning and Preparation, Engage
and Explain (introduction), Account (reporting and questioning), Closure (conclusion), and
Evaluate (assessment) [36].

These stages can be divided into three main phases, which are illustrated in Figure 2. The
first phase is the planning and preparation phase before the interview begins. The second phase is
the actual interview, including the introduction, explanation, reporting, questioning, and conclu-
sion. The third phase is the final evaluation.

P E A C E

| INTERVIEW

Account
Clarification and Closure
Challenge

Planning and

Preparation

Fig. 2. lllustration of the PEACE model (United Nations Office on Drugs and Crime)

The PEACE model is often described in connection with the investigative interview, which
is widely accepted in forensic literature as a suitable questioning method. Often, the description
includes more stages than the PEACE model to further differentiate the account phase [e.g.,
36,37,38,39,40,41]. In the context of criminal investigations, the UN also recommends it as an ev-
idence-based, ethical, and human rights-compliant interrogation method [42].
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Consequently, the requirements for conducting investigative interviews emphasize compli-
ance with ethical guidelines, which generally define how interviewees should be treated and how
interviewers should behave [43]. Additionally, emphasis is placed on an interviewer's individual
characteristics, such as their interaction with the interviewee and their approach during the inter-
view [38,43,39]. These are essentially communication skills in the context of interaction, such as
active listening (see Section 2.3). This includes open-minded, respectful, and empathetic behavior.
Neutrality toward the interviewee's statements, taking in all details, and considering different
points of view are also part of this. Adequate preparation is emphasized as well, including getting
ready for the interview and reviewing available information about the case and interviewee. These
basic requirements for interviewer behavior align with the recommended principles of UAP case
investigations (see Section 2).

Six steps of Investigative Interviewing

STEP 1 - Plan and prepare
e Case-related preparations
e Physical preparations
e Mental preparations

STEP 2 - Introduce and build rapport
e Audio or video recording (start)
« Engage and explain
e Legal requirements
« Reasons and routines

STEP 3 - Free account
« Introduction
e Open questions
e Active listening

STEP 4 - Clarify and disclose
e Thematic structuring
e Questioning
« Strategic disclosure of evidence

’y ®

STEP 5 - Close the interview
e Summarize
Information
Written account
The way forward
Audio or video recording (stop)

i
|

STEP 6 — Evaluate
e The information
e The investigation
e The interview(er)

Fig. 3. The six stages of the investigative interview, according to the UN
(United Nations Office on Drugs and Crime)

The following is an example of the six-stage implementation described in the United Nations
Office on Drugs and Crime's Manual on Investigative Interviewing for Criminal Investigation
[42]:

1. Plan and prepare: Prepare for the case based on the available information about the
event. Identify what information is missing and what details need clarification. Prepare mentally
for the interview and the witness. Organize the location of the interview.

2. Introduce and build rapport. The opening phase of the interview includes an introduc-
tion to the witness and an explanation of the process and procedure. Create a pleasant and positive
atmosphere to ensure the best possible quality of testimony. Start audio recording if admitted.

3. Free account: The witness is given time to report everything freely. Here, the interviewer
is predominantly passive, listening attentively and encouraging the witness to continue talking if
necessary. At the end of this stage, ask comprehension questions as open questions.
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4. Clarify and disclose: The statement is thematically structured with questioning of specif-
ic details and clarification of any outstanding issues.

5. Close the interview: Conclude the interview with a summary, and if necessary, include
written statements and notes. Allow for additions or corrections. Explain the next steps. Stop the
audio recordings.

6. Evaluate: Assess the information obtained, the investigation, and your observations and
notes on the interview and the witness.

Figure 3 shows an overview of the six stages of the investigative interview.

Together with the underlying PEACE model, the investigative interview is a good starting
point for interviewing UAP witnesses. It is basically suitable for all types of UAP sightings,
whether they are the many less complex, short-duration, low-detail sightings that often have no
anomalous characteristics, or the fewer, more complex sightings. Cognitive interviews are an al-
ternative to investigative interviews for more complex sightings with greater detail and possible
anomalies. Designed to enhance memory performance and obtain the most reliable statements pos-
sible, these interviews can produce higher-quality details in such cases. It is ideally used in face-to-
face interviews but requires certain skills to use effectively.

3.4. The (enhanced) cognitive interview.

3.4.1. The basic approach of the cognitive interview. To obtain reliable statements about
complex sightings involving possible anomalies that are difficult to explain and may be classified
as unidentified, it is advisable to use an interview method that generates more reliable, detailed
statements. A scientifically based interview method, developed in forensics and now used in crim-
inal investigations in many countries, is ideal for this purpose. It is based on findings from
memory research. This method is the cognitive interview (CI), which was developed in the 1980s
[44]. The CI includes a free narrative component, several recall phases, and structured questioning
consisting primarily of open questions. It is considered an effective method for improving memory
performance and the quality of statements [45]. The goal of the CI is to elicit as many accurate de-
tails as possible from the memory of the interviewee. It considers the fact that free reports are con-
sistently more accurate, yet less complete, than reports based solely on targeted questioning.
Therefore, it deems a combination of a free report followed by targeted questions to be optimal
[46]. A typical feature of CI is its separation into distinct phases that focus on the eyewitness. CI
bears similarities to the investigative interview and is also mentioned as an interview method with-
in the PEACE model. CI focuses on using various retrieval techniques to improve memory per-
formance. Accordingly, CI can be divided into the following phases [44,47,48]:

e Introduction: In order to achieve optimal results, create a pleasant and trusting atmos-
phere between the interviewer and the witness in the form of a cooperative relationship (rapport).
The introduction is followed by four recall phases.

e Context reinstatement: The witness should mentally reinstate themselves back to the
original situation and recall the location, surroundings, and their own feelings.

e Free report: The witness should recount everything that comes to mind about the event.
This includes all details, even those that seem unimportant or trivial. The interviewer should adopt
a passive attitude, merely encouraging the witness to continue without interrupting, commenting,
or asking questions to avoid suggesting or influencing the statement.

e Structured questioning: After the reporting phase, there is a structured set of questions to
clarify any outstanding details or ambiguities, usually before the further recall phases. Open ques-
tions should be asked first and closed or multiple-choice questions should be asked last, even if a
questionnaire with predefined answer options is used as a guide.

e Change of perspective: The witness is asked to describe the event from the perspective of
the other people involved. This can activate new details that would not be remembered from their
own point of view. This requires the involvement of other people.

e Change of Order: The witness should recount the event in a different order, or even
backwards. This makes it more difficult to construct stories and easier to recall further details. This
method is less effective for short-term events.
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e Summary and conclusion: At the end of the interview, summarize the content with the
witness. You can also ask the witness to recount everything again to obtain additional details.

The different aspects of the retrieval techniques adhere to the theory of the multicomponent
view of memory traces [49], which posits that mnemonic techniques support memory. According
to this theory, memory is a network of associations, and the amount of information stored exceeds
what can normally be retrieved. Therefore, memory can be accessed in different ways. The retriev-
al techniques use different paths and are intended to reduce the gap in retrieved information.

In all phases, witnesses should be given time to remember, setting their own pace. The inter-
viewer should remain unobtrusive and only provide assistance when necessary. Communicative
aspects, such as active listening and open questions, are central to this process. Figure 4 shows the
key features of the CIL

3.4.2. Enhancing the cognitive interview. As part of the evaluation, the CI was developed
into the Enhanced Cognitive Interview (ECI) over time in three areas. First, the interviewer takes
on a more passive but supportive role towards the witness, who becomes the focus of attention,
and actively involves them in the conversation. Second, the communicative aspect was improved
by encouraging the witness to report everything. Nonverbal communication methods should also
be employed, such as sketches made by the witness. Third, in terms of cognitive aspects, the ques-
tioning should be witness-compatible, addressing the nature of the witness and their understand-
ing, and consistent with the information provided. This includes asking the witness to focus on
specific details in their free report. The emphasis is also on minimizing constructive recall by en-
suring the interviewer's behavior and questions are not suggestive and do not influence the witness
[48,50,51,52].

In the context of UAP, an notable addition to the ECI is the use of witness drawings for the
mentally reinstatement of context, which serves as the basis for subsequent free reports [51,53,54].
With this technique, witnesses draw the observed event in as much detail as possible and begin
verbally describing the event and their drawings while still drawing. As with the previous method,
only remembered content should be reproduced, not assumptions. Context reconstruction takes
place through self-generated retrieval cues while creating the sketches, enabling more efficient re-
call and simplifying the process for both the interviewer and the witness. This sketching technique
is also less time-consuming and free from interviewer influence, as the witness guides the recon-
struction of context, not the interviewer. A meta-study on cognitive interviewing by Memon et al.
[55] shows that using the sketch method significantly reduces confabulations compared to a purely
guided interview. Since sketches are often requested for UAP sighting reports, they should be pre-
pared as soon as possible, either before further questioning or at the start of a personal interview.

Studies also show that drawing has a positive effect on memory [56]. Drawing circumvents
limitations in verbal reconstruction because memory contents are stored visually by nature and
must be reconstructed and described verbally when questioned. The quality and accuracy of these
descriptions depend on one's linguistic and communicative abilities [57]. Making sketches can
overcome any limitations that may exist [35]. This supplementary method is particularly
recommended for older adults and for describing inherently spatial events [52,58]. Since sketches
are often requested for UAP sighting reports, they should be created as soon as possible, either
before additional questioning or during an in-person interview.

The CI is a proven and effective method for obtaining reliable witness statements. In recent
years, it has also been used in UAP case investigations and is recommended by various researchers
and organizations, including the French GEIPAN [20,59,60,61,62,63]. This demonstrates the
importance of CI in the field of UAP, and it should also be given greater consideration beyond
UAP experiences in EE. In particular, witnesses should be asked to produce drawings according to
ECI principles more often.

Considering all aspects of the ECI, its implementation appears extensive. However, it should
be emphasized that the ECI is a toolbox from which elements and retrieval techniques can be ap-
plied depending on the needs of each case, since applying all elements and techniques is not al-
ways appropriate or possible [48,50,51]. Each interview has its own particularities depending on
the respective context. Furthermore, a cooperative witness willing to engage in the process is a
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prerequisite. Therefore, Cls are described in terms of scope and content depending on circum-
stances and witnesses [64]. This means that there is no rigidly prescribed, all-or-nothing proce-
dure, but rather, individual elements can be applied depending on the context and requirements. CI
is considered less suitable for short, low-detailed events. This is of interest to UAP because not all
sightings are complex, detailed, or prolonged. Similarly, the recall technique of changing perspec-
tive is only applicable when there are several participants. In cases of frequent single-witness
sightings, this is not possible. Even for sighting reports based on known stimuli, for which reason-
able indications of typical stimuli exist after the witness's initial report, a less extensive interview
may be appropriate if necessary. In contrast, when it comes to more complex and detailed UAP
sightings that appear to defy explanation, an ECI can leverage its strengths to obtain relevant de-
tails. Table 2 provides an overview of relevant interview types for UAP witnesses.

Cognitive interview in forensics

FEATURES FOUR KEY RETRIEVAL
TECHNIQUES

Memory-oriented

interview

Recalling correct details from
long-term memory

Communication techniques

Open guestions, active listening,
building rapport

Separation of interview
phases

Introduction, free report, in-depth
guestioning, conclusion

Goal: Maximizing testimony
quality

Context reconstruction

Mental reinstatement to the original
situation

Report in full detail

Mention even seemingly unimportant
details

Change of perspective

Description of events from a different
point of view

Chanae of order
Description of the event in a different

Relevant details, reduction of order

distortions, validity

Fig. 4. Key features of the cognitive interview (by author)

Table 2. Overview of relevant interview types for UAP sightings

Type Feature Advantage Disadvantage/Risks
Guided- Semi-structured Largely open questions, systematic data |No narrative component, influence
interview collection, comparability from the interviewer
Narrative Unstructured Focus on narrative component, enables | No prepared, targeted standard ques-
interview free reporting, minimal interviewer tions, hardly comparable with each

influence other
Investigative | Semi-structured, Largely open questions, semi-structured | Low narrative component, requires
interview witness-focused interview, flexible application professional expertise, interviewer
influence
(Enhanced) Semi-structured, Combination of free reporting, recall Time-consuming, demanding, re-
cognitive witness-focused techniques, and semi-structured ques- quires a high level of professional
interview tioning, good memory reconstruction, |expertise from the interviewer, inter-
inclusion of the sketch method in ex- viewer influence
tended CI

4. Conducting witness interviews in the context of UAP. The following description of
how to conduct a witness interview regarding unidentified aerial phenomena (UAP) sightings is
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based on the PEACE model described above and the approach used in investigative and cognitive
interviews.

4.1. Preparation and preliminary talk. Preparing for witness interviews is generally difficult
in cases involving UAP sightings because witnesses usually contact a reporting center or case inves-
tigator directly to report their observations. Direct contact, typically by telephone, immediately puts
the witness in an interview situation. Even with a written or online report, investigators receive in-
formation about the observation, which can be relatively comprehensive if the report is structured
and based on a form. If the initial information provides clues for a prosaic explanation and no anom-
alous features are apparent, necessary clarifications can be made with the witness through simple
questions. However, if the initial report contains anomalous features that the investigator believes
cannot easily be resolved, and if there is little evidence to support a conventional explanation, then a
separate, targeted interview based on investigative or cognitive interviewing principles is recom-
mended to obtain the best possible results for a potentially unidentified sighting.

If a separate interview is desired after the initial report is issued, it should be scheduled as
soon as possible. It should be prepared based on the initial information provided. What infor-
mation is available? Which details are still unclear? Are there any contradictions? The investiga-
tor's initial research can also be incorporated. Where is the location of the observation? What does
the surrounding area look like? What evidence of conventional causes is available? Research on
air traffic, etc., can be conducted in advance. If there are press reports on the incident in question,
they should be analyzed based on their contents and compared with the information given by the
witness. During a telephone interview, the witness can be asked to provide their own sketch. If the
interview is face-to-face, this should be done during the interview.

During the preliminary talk about the planned interview, whether based on the witness's ini-
tial phone call or written or online report, do not discuss or debate the sighting itself. Similarly,
general discussions about the topic or shared opinions should be avoided to prevent unintentionally
influencing the witness, such as aligning them with the investigator's perspective. Even a brief pre-
liminary discussion before a personal interview carries the risk of influencing the witness, albeit
unconsciously [65]. In this situation, the investigator should not send a questionnaire to the witness
in advance so they are not influenced by the questions and possible answers. Regardless of any in-
dividual clues pointing to an explanation, investigators should approach interviews with an open
mind, remain neutral, and avoid committing to a specific hypothesis in advance to prevent confir-
mation bias and avoid ignoring other clues that may arise.

The process described below is based on face-to-face interviews because they are the most
effective type of interview. However, due to the aforementioned resource constraints, face-to-face
interviews are rarely used in UAP field investigations. Depending on the context of the sighting,
interviews or parts thereof can be conducted by telephone.

4.2 Interview process. The process described below is based on face-to-face interviews be-
cause they are the most effective type of interview. However, due to the aforementioned resource
constraints, face-to-face interviews are rarely used in UAP field investigations. Depending on the
context of the sighting, interviews or parts thereof can be conducted by telephone.

4.2.1. Introduction (establish personal contact). Initially, the interviewer should establish
a relaxed and trustworthy atmosphere with the witness to build rapport. Small talk about topics un-
related to UAP is an effective way to establish this rapport. Most interviews take place in the wit-
ness's home. In familiar settings, witnesses find it easier to settle into the interview situation. It is
also possible to draw on visible aspects of their private lives, such as clubs, hobbies, travel souve-
nirs, or special books. Discussions about UAP in general or respective views on the subject should
be avoided beforehand. Furthermore, inform the witness about the purpose and importance of the
interview. At this point, consent for audio recording should also be obtained and confidentiality
assured. This phase can be used to calm agitated, nervous, or uncertain witnesses and provide reas-
surance so they can recount their experience in a calm state. Unless the interview is outdoors, such
as at the location of the sighting, a relaxed sitting position that allows for easy eye contact is rec-
ommended.
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When creating a relaxed and trusting atmosphere, it should be noted that such an atmosphere
increases suggestibility. Therefore, the interviewer must pay greater attention to behaving neutrally
and to how questions are asked to avoid suggestive effects.

4.2.2. Mental context reinstatement. Mental context reinstatement, or mental returning to
the situation of the sighting, is a crucial step and prerequisite for further action and the recall phas-
es. To accomplish this, the witness should mentally return to the place and time of the event. This
includes their emotional state at the time. If the event took place near the interview location, Ideal-
ly, the interviewer should accompany the witness to the sighting location to improve context rein-
statement (see Section 4.3.1). Give the witness the time he needs to do this until they are ready to
report.

4.2.3. Free report. If the witness has not already made a sketch, they should now be given
the opportunity to do so at their own to help them visualize the situation from memory. This fol-
lows the sketch method for the ECI (sketch mental reinstatement, see Section 3.4.2). The witness
should be given sufficient time to do so. While making the sketch, the witness should start to de-
scribe what they see in detail, even if it seems trivial or unimportant. They should use their sketch
as a reference. However, they should not guess or make assumptions; they should limit themselves
to the details they have perceived. The interviewer should remain in the background without com-
menting or asking questions. They should simply encourage the witness to continue talking while
taking notes on their description. If the witness consents, an audio recording is advantageous here,
as you do not have to write everything down and can limit your notes to what is necessary. Taking
constant notes during the free report can make the witness uncertain, especially since it interferes
with positive eye contact. Attention should also be paid to the witness's choice of words and non-
verbal behavior. To what extent does it match the description? Where are there any contradictions?
Where might further questions be necessary later? Ideally, there should be two case investigators
present: one to focus on the witness and their statement, and the other to take notes and observe the
witness's behavior.

It is helpful if the witness begins their account shortly before the event so that the context of
the experience can be better understood. Where did they come from, and what were they doing be-
forehand?

Although the basic principle here is to give the witness the time they need to make their re-
port, as a case investigator, one is often faced with the situation of dealing with people who have
already made strange observations in the past. In such cases, witnesses often include their previous
observations in their report and digress from the topic at hand. As an interviewer, you can inter-
vene here by asking an open question about the current event or by pointing out that the witness
should concentrate on the current observation in order to avoid mixing it up with previous events.

In some cases, witnesses report specific subjective experiences in connection with their UAP
encounter. These experiences are often described as spiritual or consciousness-altering, and may
be attributed to the so-called ‘Oz factor’ [116]. These accompanying descriptions should not be
discussed or commented on at this stage. Currently, a specific, structured interview of such experi-
ences does not take place, and they are usually collected in a purely narrative form. Questions
about these experiences should therefore be asked at the end of the structured interview, to avoid
mixing them with pure sighting details.

4.2.4. Structured interview. An important element of any witness interview regarding UAP
events is targeted questioning about sighting details. This involves follow-up questions based on
preceding narratives in the initial report or subsequent recall phases, as well as details needed for
further evaluating a UAP sighting. These details will later be archived in case files and databases.
A UAP questionnaire, like those commonly used by reporting centers in primary UAP research,
can serve as a guide for this purpose. A questionnaire-based interview ensures the comparability of
UAP sightings.

Open questions are preferable, and closed questions should only be asked when necessary.
These are questions that can only be answered with “yes” or “no,” or multiple-choice questions
that offer a limited, defined selection. In any case, the targeted survey should begin with open
questions. Specific questions should be asked later. Current UAP questionnaires take this into ac-
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count, offering witnesses the option to provide free text and containing open questions. Follow-up
questions should also be open and not influenced by predetermined answer options. For example,
ask “Was a color discernible?” instead of “What color was the object?” or “Was it yellow or or-
ange?” Ask “Was a shape discernible?” instead of “Describe the shape again” or “Was it more tri-
angular or round?” Additionally, the tone of voice used when asking questions should be consid-
ered to ensure that they are not perceived as urgent or impatient.

Sketches made during an interview must always be drawn by the witness. In some cases, in-
vestigators also create drawings. Even when done in close consultation with the witness, there is a
risk of mutual influence due to communication, as the forensic psychologist Prof. Matthew J.
Sharps from California State University, Fresno (USA), answered the author in a discussion:

“The drawings, as in criminal eyewitness work, depend on the verbal retrieval powers of the
given witness, and on the artistic abilities of the investigator. Police artists in my experience tend
to be trained, experienced, and relatively talented, but I don’t know the standards employed when
the investigator of a UFO incident is also the artist. The interaction between the investigator and
witness would also, as you suggest, absolutely be expected to influence the ultimate account, and
the subsequent drawing, very strongly.” (personal communication, May 11, 2022)

A fundamental problem with current UAP questionnaires is that they continue to focus heav-
ily on objects (“number of objects,” “shape of the object,” “color of the object,” “flight maneuvers
of the object,” etc.). This suggests a material object that usually moves in airspace, which counter-
acts the attempt to move away from the object reference contained in the term “UFO” when using
the term “UAP”. If the interviewer is conducting the survey, they can address this issue by refer-
ring to the phenomenon or event itself and avoiding the term “object.” Questionnaire wording
should be revised in this regard.

Throughout the interview, the interviewer should remain neutral. This means not making as-
sessments or interpretations of the witness's statements or discussing the details. Doing so may in-
fluence the witness and cause them to adjust their statement. Suggestive questions containing as-
sumptions or put possible answers into the witness's mouth should be avoided, such as: “At what
altitude was the unidentified flying object hovering?” “Did it look like a typical triangle?” “Was it
disc-shaped?” “Could you see any propulsion system on the flying object?” “Did the object react
to you?” “Did the object move like a classic UFO?” “Could it be that it came from another world
or dimension?” or “Did it behave intelligently?” These questions imply a flying, material object
and refer to a “typical” UFO/UAP. They also introduce the assumptions of intelligent behavior,
conscious influence, and a non-terrestrial origin. Questions that introduce true or false information
can mislead witnesses into adding this information to their memories, thus influencing their recon-
struction [66,67]. These types of questions can distort memories, activate the imagination, or rein-
force certain narratives, especially in cases of exceptional experiences, such as UAP sightings.
Overall, questions should be largely neutral, open, and nonjudgmental so as not to provide wit-
nesses with false clues [68].

It is important not to pressure witnesses into providing details they clearly don't remember or
are unsure about. In such cases, it is best to leave it at that and take a note. It is also important to
remain neutral about your own views on the account and avoid using leading questions to confirm
your hypotheses.

One form of communication is paraphrasing, which is closely related to and requires active
listening. Paraphrasing involves summarizing and restating what has been said in your own words
rather than repeating it verbatim [69]. Paraphrasing is particularly useful when the witness makes
unclear or contradictory statements, when the interviewer is unsure about the meaning of some-
thing, or when there are doubts about the credibility of the statement. Paraphrasing as a summary
of the questioning allows the witness's statements to be reflected upon in a targeted manner in the
form of a follow-up question. There are two types of paraphrasing: correct and incorrect.

Correct paraphrasing is useful for determining understanding and clarifying unclear details
of a statement. To accomplish this, what has been said is rephrased as a question. These questions
can be closed-ended but must not be suggestive. Incorrect paraphrasing deliberately misrepresents
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what has been said to elicit a correction from the witness. This can also indicate the reliability of
the statement. If the witness confirms the incorrect summary, it suggests uncertainty.

When it comes to witness statements, it is important to distinguish between perception and
interpretation. It is normal for observers of an unknown phenomenon to reflect on it and try to cat-
egorize it as something familiar. For example, if a witness sees several lights in a triangular for-
mation moving silently and evenly across the night sky, without noticing any other specific details,
that would be perception. However, if the lights partially obscure the stars or make them appear
blurry and the witness speculates that they might have been a large flying object with a cloaking
device, that would be an interpretation. There was, in fact, a light veil of clouds in the sky at the
time, which could have created this impression. Apart from that, the sighting itself is still consid-
ered unidentified.

4.2.5. Further retrieval techniques. After the structured interview, further retrieval tech-
niques from the cognitive interview can be applied if appropriate and feasible in the context of the
review. Describing the event from a different perspective requires additional witnesses who were
in a group with the interviewee so he or she can understand their perspective. Additionally, a
change of perspective is recommended for more complex events.

Regardless of additional witnesses, changing the sequence is advisable, but it requires more
time to view. If the viewing time is short, describing the events in a different or reverse order
makes little sense. There are no specific recommendations for a minimum duration. As a case in-
vestigator, ask yourself if a change in sequence provides additional insight for shorter, manageable
events. Both retrieval phases appear ineffective when few details are available and no additional
details are expected. They should be regarded as optional tools.

4.2.6. Supplementary questions and closure. After collecting all information about the
sighting event, the witness's specific subjective experiences during or after the observation de-
scribed in the free report may be the subject of further questioning, as discussed, for example, in
connection with the mentioned Oz factor [116] or other psychological or physiological effects the
witness associates with the event. If the witness refers to previous UAP sightings of their own in
their free report, these can be discussed at this point and collected in separate interviews.

After completing the interview, conclude the situation with a casual conversation. This pro-
vides an opportunity to summarize everything and ask the witness if they can think of anything
else or if they would like to add anything. Here, you can also ask the witness for their interpreta-
tion of the event, as well as their knowledge or prior experiences related to UAP. This can also
provide insight into the extent to which thematic influences or personal convictions may have af-
fected perception or interpretation. If the events occurred a long time ago, ask about the reasons
for the late report and if the sighting was reported to other organizations.

The investigator should refrain from discussing the event itself, especially if all the research
has not been completed. If there is evidence supporting a prosaic explanation, you may mention it,
but avoid drawing a final conclusion at this point. Finally, the investigator should explain the next
steps of the investigation to make the procedure transparent to the witness and generate ac-
ceptance. This also includes informing the witness later about the investigation's results.

4.2.7. Interviews in an anomalistic context. The following principles were formulated for
conducting interviews in anomalistic research [27 pp. 435-436]. These principles largely reflect
what has been said here:

e Motivate the interviewee to participate, explain the background, and obtain consent.

e Guarantee protection against the misuse of information provided (data protection and con-
fidentiality).

e Ensure a pleasant and stimulating conversation, and create a trusting and objective atmos-
phere.

e Have a good overview of the guidelines and be flexible in their application.

e Adopt a non-directive approach to the conversation.

¢ Be willing to engage with the interviewee's “inner world.”

e Clarify any possible misunderstandings. Deal with communication barriers and conversa-
tion crises professionally.
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e Accurately record and log the conversation and research-relevant contextual information.

e Avoid the following as much as possible: yes/no questions, leading questions, technical
jargon, “guide bureaucracy,” interrupting, and personal evaluations.

4.3. Special issues in the interview context. Witness interviews rarely follow the same pat-
tern or take place under the same conditions. A variety of factors may come into play, such as mul-
tiple witnesses, the age of the witnesses (e.g. children or older adults), whether interviews are re-
peated, and questions regarding on-site interviews or witness credibility. Such issues are discussed
below.

4.3.1. On-site interviews and context congruence. As shown in Section 3.1, fewer than 1%
of reported sightings are followed up with a personal interview. This is also reflected in on-site in-
terviews with witnesses at the sighting location. In many cases, especially those that have been
clarified, an on-site interview with the witness is not essential, particularly if the sighting shows no
anomalous characteristics. However, in the case of more complex and unidentified sightings, the
impact of an on-site interview should not be underestimated. As with mental context reinstatement
in the CI, an on-site interview significantly improves context reconstruction when the witness is in
the sighting environment.

This is due to the context congruence between the encoding and retrieval conditions, which
reveals significantly more and better memory content. The encoding specificity principle, the core
principle of memory reconstruction, states that memory is optimal when the retrieval context re-
sembles the encoding context, i.e., the original conditions of perception [70]. Studies on memory
reconstruction and context effects demonstrate a notably higher reproduction rate when contexts
align [71,72]. This suggests that contextual features are always stored in addition to information
about the event itself, and that the activation of these features during an on-site interview signifi-
cantly improves memory reconstruction [73].

This demonstrates the added value of an on-site interview, which is why it should be priori-
tized, especially in cases involving more complex and unidentified sightings, to obtain as many
reliable details as possible.

4.3.2. Repeated interviews and reminiscence. Even after an interview has been completed,
new questions may arise that require clarification from the witness. The witness may also wish to
add further details. It is also normal for a witness to remember new details after the initial inter-
view (reminiscence), as not all information in the brain is equally accessible and retrievable at all
times. Therefore, a witness is unlikely to remember all the details of an event during an interview,
even if the conditions are optimal. In this respect, there is generally no reason not to reinterview
the witness.

However, details reported later based on reminiscence are often met with mistrust regarding
their reliability. Consequently, memory performance is consistently underestimated in repeated
interviews, and the decline in accuracy is overestimated. However, studies show that newly re-
membered details are reported with nearly the same degree of accuracy as earlier reported details.
The memory performance remained stable, resulting in consistently high and comparable accuracy
of subsequent memory details to immediately reported memories [74,75].

It was also shown that longer retention intervals before the first interview resulted in lower
accuracy. However, repeated interviews thereafter had only a minor influence on accuracy and did
not cause it to decline. Discrepancies that arise are mainly due to forgetting and reminiscence
[76,77]. Studies with varying intervals revealed that the longest delay resulted in the least recall of
new information but had only a minimal effect on overall accuracy. Over the course of repeated
interviews, the number of errors increased; however, this did not affect relative accuracy. A calcu-
lation of accuracy based on all individual details revealed slightly lower accuracy compared to the
initial interview [78]. The following was noted in this regard:

“There was an increase in recall of new details with little cost to the overall accuracy of in-
formation gathered. Importantly, these results suggest that witnesses are unlikely to report every-
thing they remember during a single Cognitive Interview, however exhaustive, and a second op-
portunity to recall information about the events in question may provide investigators with addi-
tional information.” [78 p. 1]
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In this respect, it can be concluded that it is entirely possible to question the witness again
about the event and any further details they may recall after a certain period of time (approximate-
ly one week) following an initial interview. As a general rule, interviews should be conducted in a
structured manner, with appropriate questions being asked (preferably open, with few closed ques-
tions and no leading questions). Leading or closed questions, on the other hand, can lead to false
memories that are repeated and reinforced in subsequent interviews [66]. It should be noted that
initial details are of uncertain reliability, so it is necessary to check for any signs of prior influence.
Over time, there is an increased risk of subsequent information being mixed with or overlapping
genuine memories, meaning that witnesses will no longer be able to distinguish between infor-
mation they experienced first-hand and information conveyed to them afterwards [79,80,81].

4.3.3. Testimonies from children and older adults. The age of witnesses plays a minor
role in case discussions. While aspects of reliability are sometimes discussed in the context of case
assessment when children or adolescents are witnesses to UAP, this is practically never the case
with older adults or seniors, according to the author's experience participating in case discussions.
However, age-related developments impact cognitive abilities, perception, and memory, and limi-
tations become apparent with increasing age in older adults [82,83].

Although interviewing children and assessing the reliability of their statements is a difficult
and much-discussed topic, it is not as critical in the context of UAP as it is in forensics due to the
small proportion of children involved (see table 3 below). Nevertheless, numerous studies demon-
strate that skepticism toward children as witnesses is largely unfounded. They are perfectly capa-
ble of providing useful information. But this requires prompt questioning to avoid suggestive in-
fluences from the environment, as well as a neutral and open questioning process. Compared to
adults, children can sometimes provide better memory performance because adults tend to fill in
memory gaps with experiential knowledge that children do not yet possess to the same extent
[84,85]. Nevertheless, skepticism toward children's testimony is warranted when a child witness
may have been exposed to suggestive influences because children are more susceptible to influ-
ence. This is particularly risky in cases involving events that occurred a long time ago. Suggestive
questioning can render witness statements, especially those of children, completely unusable as
evidence.

Cognitive aging directly impacts perception and memory. Consequently, it is a central topic
in studies of older adults assessing the reliability of witness statements [e.g.,86,87,88,89,90,91].
However, there is no clear age distinction because this is a gradual process throughout adulthood.
The age group of 60 or 65 and above is usually referenced. Therefore, the following specific
sources of error in older adults are taken into account:

e Memory Accuracy Decline: Older adults tend to provide less reliable reports than young-
er adults.

e Susceptibility to suggestion and misinformation: Older adults are more susceptible to
misleading information during questioning. This can lead to the creation of so-called “false memo-
ries” — memories of things that did not happen.

¢ Overconfidence effect: The subjective certainty of older witnesses does not always corre-
spond to the objective accuracy of their statements. They may exhibit a high degree of conviction
regarding false memories or underestimate correctly remembered content.

¢ Influence of external information and the media: Older witnesses are prone to blending
their memories with later-acquired information (e.g., media reports or stories from others) without
realizing it. Such external influences can distort the original memory (“false information effect”).

e Cognitive processing: As people age, their attention, attention to detail, and the speed at
which they retrieve memories can decline.

e Limitations in sensory perception: As we age, our perception through our sensory or-
gans, such as sight, hearing, smell, and taste, deteriorates. Examples include the decreasing depth
of field of the eye, limitations in peripheral perception, changes in color perception, and problems
with night vision. Perception of time also changes with age.

In practice, this means that statements from older eyewitnesses must be evaluated carefully
for potential distortions, errors, and suggestive influences. However, individuality is an important
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aspect. This means that these aspects do not affect everyone in the same way. This is particularly
true of cognitive aging, which can be mitigated by leading a suitable lifestyle. While these aspects
of reliability pose a risk in both children and older adults, they should always be assessed individ-
ually as far as possible in the context of the interview.

Studies show that restoring context through a sketch, as mentioned in Section 3.4.2, has a
positive effect on both children and older adults [52,58]. In this respect, this method should be
considered, especially in such cases.

Table 3 shows the proportion of children, adolescents, and seniors according to information
from the two reporting centers in Germany (personal communication, August 8, 2025). The com-
paratively high proportion of older adults highlights the importance of addressing this age group in
case assessments, which has often been neglected to date.

Table 3. Percentage of children, adolescents, and seniors among UAP witnesses.
Age at sighting is requested and evaluated by the GEP, if specified;
in the case of CENAP, the values are based on an estimate

Witness age GEP (N=1764) CENAP (N =13068)
Children (<=131].) 3.9% ~2%
Adolescents (14 J. - 17 J.) 6.6% ~10%
Seniors (>= 60 J.) 24.3% ~30%

4.3.4. Groups of witnesses and memory conformity. Most UAP sighting reports received
by reporting centers are based on single-witness sightings!. Multiple witnesses to the same event
are particularly valuable because they can provide information from different perspectives with
independent observational details. However, this positive aspect generally only applies to witness-
es who are independent of each other and have no contact with one another. When a group of wit-
nesses observe an event together and interact socially during and after the event—particularly
when they discuss what they have seen—several risks arise that can lead to less reliable statements
than those of individual witnesses. The focus here is on group effects and memory conformity,
both of which have been the subject of numerous studies..

e Discussions among witness groups: A study showed that there was no difference in
memory accuracy between groups that had discussions and those that did not. In groups that dis-
cussed the information, it was reproduced, regardless of whether it was correct. Provided that no
misinformation is introduced, discussions are neither harmful nor beneficial. However, after a
longer delay, discussions strongly influenced accuracy [92].

e Group size and misinformation: Larger groups were found to be more susceptible to the
influence and misinformation of fellow witnesses, provided that a majority shared the misinfor-
mation. In the experimental setting, group sizes ranged from two to six people. When misinfor-
mation was shared only by individual co-witnesses, it had no significant influence on the state-
ments [93]. The Asch experiment is a famous example of this phenomenon, in which individual
witnesses are influenced by several co-witnesses [94,95].

¢ Perceived credibility and familiarity: The characteristics and perception of fellow wit-
nesses can influence the likelihood that statements will be falsified. For instance, a study showed
that statements made by a witness perceived as credible, intelligent, and authoritative were more
likely to be adopted by other witnesses than statements made by others [96]. Fellow witnesses with
whom you are familiar have a similar influence. Discussions among witnesses who already knew
each other revealed significantly greater similarity in statements, indicating mutual influence [97].

¢ Post-event information (PEI): Information received by witnesses after an event (PEI) can
significantly impact memory, especially when they have had the same experience and discuss it
together. PEI that emerges during such discussions may correspond to or deviate from one's

! According to information from the German UAP reporting centers, the proportion of single witnesses is
66.2% for GEP and 71.9% for CENAP (personal communication, Sep. 2, 2025).
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memory of the event. The latter can impair one's ability to report stored details of the earlier event
later on [98].

Studies show that interacting witness groups can pose risks regarding suggestibility and
memory conformity. However, memory accuracy does not necessarily decline in all cases. In real-
life questioning situations, investigators must first determine the social structure of the witness
group to assess possible influences resulting from interaction. It is also evident here that the longer
the delay before questioning, the greater the decline in accuracy and susceptibility to error.
Memory conformity can also cause individual memory differences to disappear.

The topic of multiple witnesses has also been addressed in UAP research. Hendry states that
multiple witnesses reduce the likelihood of deception, fantasy, or misperceptions [99]. However,
when comparing unidentified and identified sightings, Hendry found that multiple witnesses did
not contribute to better clarification, higher identification rates, or reduction in misjudgments.
Hendry also cites cases in which a majority of witnesses stared at flashing lights and ignored sin-
gle references to a star. Hynek kept records of Project Blue Book and found a higher identification
rate among multiple witnesses [100]. The results are inconclusive in this respect, although there is
a lack of current, controlled experiments on this subject.

To minimize group effects, interviews with groups of witnesses should be conducted as soon
as possible, with each witness interviewed separately.

4.3.5. Feature-intensive processing for error reduction. A new approach to challenge
eyewitness testimonies emphasizes feature-intensive processing to minimize potential errors [101].
This approach is based on the idea that gestalt-processing is faster and easier than remembering
specific features because feature-intensive processing is slower and more difficult [102]. However,
asking specific questions about the observed phenomenon activates detail-oriented thinking. Look-
ing at specific elements can cause a witness to question their beliefs or perceptions. For instance, if
an object reflects light in a cloudy sky, one might ask, where was the sun? Was it visible? Could it
have illuminated the object? Similarly, in the case of a photo of an object near the ground with a
shadow, one might ask, where did the light come from? Does the shadow match the object and its
supposed position? Questions requiring feature-intensive analysis could be an effective way to en-
courage people to question unfounded perceptions or interpretations as opposed to the simpler Ge-
stalt responses we tend to make. However, more research is needed on this topic. This type of
questioning technique should only be used towards the end of the interview, since such specific
questions can easily make someone more suggestible.

In the case of the UAP sighting mentioned above involving several lights in a triangular
formation, where the witness speculated about an object with a cloaking device, feature-intensive
processing could be activated by asking questions such as: Was there cloud cover in the sky that
night? Were the stars clearly visible everywhere in the sky? Or Why would a flying object with a
cloaking device activate lights?

4.3.6. Assessment of credibility. In case assessments, a recurring theme is the question of
credibility. A fundamental distinction must be made between the credibility of a testimony and the
credibility of the witness [103,104,105]. In case discussions, however, this distinction is rarely
made. The statement “Witness X appears credible” is generally used, which essentially refers to
the respective account. Without specialist psychological expertise and knowledge of the person's
personality, a layperson cannot reliably assess the credibility of a person, and this assessment
should be avoided. More often, case assessments refer to the credibility of a specific testimony
based on the behavior of the witness, individual statements, or verbal, nonverbal, or other cues.
This approach seems more sensible.

However, assessing the credibility of a testimony based on behavior or various clues is a
complex matter that requires professional expertise. Lie detection is also accompanied by uncer-
tainties, myths, and strong methodological criticism [e.g.,106,107,108,109,110]. Additionally,
knowledge about the baseline of a witness's “normal” behavior is lacking. Although verbal lie de-
tection is considered increasingly effective because it can be applied using several tools, including
the cognitive credibility assessment, which can always be used, this method requires training and a
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specific questioning technique [114,115]. In addition, their application in the context of witness
interviews on UAP would still need to be evaluated.

At least, an experienced case investigator who has investigated various cases can make an
intuitive, experience-based assessment and limited evaluation. However, this should always be ap-
plied with caution. Additionally, actual observations may be accompanied by imaginative embel-
lishments. Hoax cases often include fake photos or videos that follow familiar patterns, such as the
use of well-known trickery, various apps, or photographic effects. These are easier to identify than
supposed signs of lying on the part of the witness. In most cases, however, witnesses report actual
events to the best of their knowledge, so cases of deception account for a very small percentage of
reported sightings'.

Anomalistic research highlights the high standards required for assessing witness credibility
in the context of forensic psychology [27]. It is argued that it is wrong to apply these standards to
researchers in the field of anomalistics, who generally lack the necessary expertise. It is therefore
not recommended to ask questions about credibility during interviews. Furthermore, the limited
relevance of such questions is also pointed out, as such cases rarely occur in anomalistics.

5. Follow-up. The follow-up to the witness interview is directly linked to the scientific
working mentioned in Section 2.1, particularly with regard to documentation and transparency.
This means that after the interview has been completed, all activities and information obtained are
documented and included in the case file. The follow-up therefore includes the following steps:

e Documentation of work steps: What was done, when, and where (e.g., preliminary dis-
cussion, interview); type of interview; and location of personal interview.

e Documentation of the information: The witness's own notes and sketches; notes and
transcripts by the interviewer; an audio recording; a transcript of the audio recording; and a ques-
tionnaire from the structured interview.

e Report of interview (ROI): Work steps and information obtained can be conveniently
documented in a ROI. Individual steps can also be documented in a standardized checklist. The
report describes the entire interview and the witness's key statements in logical order. Question-
naires, notes, and witness sketches should be attached as appendices. Grimes III [39] describes the
essential aspects of such a ROI in the context of investigative interviews. Here are a few points
from it:

¢ Timely preparation after the interview is complete.

O Summarize the essential content and statements in narrative form. Do not provide a de-

tailed reproduction of the structured interview (question and answer).

O The summary should be easy to read with short paragraphs and few direct quotations.

¢ Use the active voice (“I personally interviewed Mr. X on ...”) and the past tense (“Mr. X

stated that ...”).

O Use the correct verbs. The witness claimed, confirmed, assumed, interpreted, admitted, or

added.

¢ Include preliminary and accompanying information in a separate section of the minutes.

e Nonverbal behavior: Include your impressions and observations of the witness's nonver-
bal behavior, as well as your interpretations of what you saw.

The ROI describes the formal framework, the obtained information, and the witness's state-
ments. It also includes the interviewer's observations of the witness's behavior. As explained in
Section 4.3.6, one should exercise caution when assessing the credibility of a statement beyond a
well-founded intuitive assessment or a technical examination of the presented evidence, such as
visual material. However, the interviewer may describe any unusual behavior on the part of the
witness and their personal impressions. If statements are made about the credibility of the state-
ment, the criteria used to make such an assessment must be explained, and the result must be justi-
fied. A general discussion or evaluation of the witness statement is not part of such a report but is

! The percentage of hoax cases reported to the two German reporting centers is less than 1% (GEP 0.5%,
CENAP 0.2%; personal communication, Sep. 2, 2025).
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the subject of the final case assessment, which considers the results of supplementary research and
further findings. Figure 5 shows the possible phases of such an interview.

Foliow-up Questions
Interview?
Prosaic
Explanation,

Main Interview Phase

Evaluation

case discussion

Preliminary tak without

Planning and Preparation

Preliminary Gathering of
Information

Fig. 5. Phases of a witness interview (by author)

6. The independently conducted interview. Although the focus here is on direct inter-
views, which are desirable, the growing number of online reports should not be overlooked. These
reports contain the most important details of the sighting and can be used to make an initial as-
sessment. There is a similar model in criminalistics: the self-administered interview (SAI) con-
ducted by the witness [111,112]. The SAI is particularly useful when a prompt direct interview is
not possible. To prevent loss of detail over time, witnesses can provide comprehensive reports and
describe all relevant details. The questionnaire contains detailed instructions and open questions, if
possible. These instructions are based on the principles of cognitive interviewing. They begin with
mental reeinstatement and visualization of the event. Then, the witness provides a free description
of the event, including all perceptions, supported by a sketch. Questions are preferably be phrased
in an open manner.

The evaluation has been positive so far because it allows for the immediate provision of
high-quality descriptions after an incident. Additionally, witnesses tend to recall more details when
questioned directly at a later stage if they have already completed an EVA promptly [113]. Infor-
mation on the self-administered interview developed in the UK is available on its website:
https://www.selfadministeredinterview.com. This could provide inspiration for online reporting
forms for unidentified aerial phenomenon (UAP) sightings to obtain qualitative statements, espe-
cially since these forms have hardly been evaluated to date. This includes submitting a sighting
report via a reporting app, which usually takes the form of simple questions.

7. Conclusions. Reliable information obtained from witness statements is crucial for evalu-
ating and classifying UAP events. Documented, unidentified sightings are the basis for further re-
search and the development of hypothesis. This requires a comprehensible, scientifically sound,
and methodical approach, which necessitates that the case investigator have various scientific
working methods and know how to conduct effective interviews.

Direct witness interviews, both by telephone and in person, are central to this process. The
PEACE model for conducting interviews provides a basis for this process and guides both investi-
gative and cognitive interviews. The cognitive interview, even in its extended form, offers decisive
advantages, especially in complex sightings, as its components can be flexibly adapted as needed.
When implemented properly, high-quality statements can be obtained. It is important to recognize
the issues that may arise in the context of interviews, such as multiple witnesses, child witnesses,
elderly witnesses, and the assessment of credibility. These issues have critical aspects that must be
considered during interviews. The proven effectiveness of investigative and cognitive interviews
justifies their use in the field of UAP sightings. Furthermore, as a system variable, witness inter-
views are the only variable that can be controlled within the scope of the case investigation. All
other variables relating to the sighting cannot be controlled [10].

“However, it should be noted that when implemented correctly, the extended cognitive inter-
view can optimize information retrieval and communication. However, it cannot influence sources
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of error caused by estimator variables, such as poor perception conditions at the time of the event,
misinformation, or previous conversations. Therefore, estimator variables should always be con-
sidered as possible sources of error.” [52].

The methodological approach described here is intended to facilitate the collection of relia-
ble witness statements about UAP. It can also serve as a basis for further discussion of an inter-
view model adapted to UAP sighting experiences. This model integrates proven interview tech-
niques and takes into account the special features of the UAP context. It also incorporates current
research in the field of interview techniques. Additionally, findings from self-administered inter-
views can be used for online sighting reports to obtain timely qualitative statements.
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