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This phenomenological study is designed to gain understanding of engagement from the perspective of one Child Protective Service Investigator (CPS) working in a small county Department of Children’s Services office in the southwest region of Tennessee.  The phenomenon of engagement will be generally defined as approaching the family with respect, showing concern for the well-being of the family, focusing on family strengths, helping the family have a clear understanding of the investigation process, and involving the family in decision making.  The following two overarching questions were used to guide the engagement study:  (1) “Given the multiple ways people interact with other people, what is engagement in a CPS investigation really like?”  (2) “What is essential in order for the CPS investigator to experience engagement as positive experience?”


The participant for the study was a Caucasian male in his mid 30’s who has worked for the Department of Children’s Services for five years.  He has 16 ½ years experience in law enforcement where he conducted numerous child protective service investigations. I viewed him as an ideal candidate for this study due to his experience and extensive training. 


The one hour interview was conducted at a local DCS office.  Five questions were pre-planned and designed to serve as a guide during the interview.  1. “Could you tell me about an experience where you had to engage a CPS (Child Protective Service) client?”  2. “Could you tell me more about that?”  3. “What was that experience like?”  4. What did that feel like?”  5. “What did that look like?”  My goal was to understand the phenomena of engagement from the perspective of the participant who experienced it using open-ended questions and giving a significant amount of control during the interview to the participant.  The attached transcript (Appendix A.) details the interview that took place and is followed by a self critique of this researcher’s perceived strengths and weakness while conducting the interview. The paper concludes with analysis, comments from the participant, presentation of finding, and personal comments related to the study. 

Critique and Self Reflection of the Interview Process
I found conducting this Phenomenological interview challenging and much more difficult than first anticipated.  I prepared several open-ended questions in advance (see p. 1) and felt quite comfortable with them. The interview was conducted in an interview room at the local DCS office where the participant would feel comfortable and relaxed.  The interview room consisted of a small sofa, two chairs, a small bookcase, and a small round table.  My initial plan had been for the two of us to sit on the sofa with the tape recorder between us, however when we sat on the sofa I felt uncomfortable because I had to sit sideways in order to see the participant’s face.  After checking with the participant as to where he felt most comfortable sitting a decision was made that the participant would sit on the sofa while I pulled up a chair and placed it facing the sofa.  In my mind I was replaying the phenomenological interview done by Dr. Bhattacharya (EDPR 8150 class professor) on the class website and trying hard to emulate the seating arrangement she used during her interview.   The interview was scheduled to last for approximately one hour.  I realized there was no clock in the room and went and got a clock.  Such a simple thing, but it was difficult knowing where to place the clock.  I wanted to place the clock where I could easily refer to it while at the same time not allowing my reference to the clock to be too obvious to the participant.  I took a cup of coffee into the interview with me for relaxation and asked the participant if he would like something to drink. Trying to insure the participant felt comfortable and relaxed I asked about the temperature of the room.  All of this activity took place in a short period of time, but it seemed like forever as I tried to prepare myself for the actual interview. 

 During the interview the participant seemed comfortable answering the questions I asked.  At times I perceived his answers to be information he had acquired through interview training and skill based training.  I had hoped for much deeper insight on the part of the participant.  I felt somewhat limited in my skills to ask appropriate probes that would move him to a deeper level of introspection although I did well using open-ended questions. I consciously tried to avoid words or phases that might interject my personal thoughts, beliefs, feelings, and attitudes into the thoughts of the participant.  After reading the interview I realized I did not avoid this pitfall, as evidenced in line 111 where I labeled the participant’s feeling for him.  In lines 129-130 I injected my feeling and perception of interviewing a five year old as being taxing.  In lines 159-162 I labeled the previous disclosure made by the participant as positive before the participant identified it as being positive. There were times during the interview where I found myself feeling unsure.  I think I spent more time concerned with what was not happening in the interview instead of focusing on what was happening.  I think this affected my active listening since I was not always psychologically present with the participant. I did note the non-verbal communication of the participant smiling (line 151-153) which seemed to indicate I was paying closer attention and being more observant than I had first realized.

I was well aware of my need to use short open-ended questions, but in reviewing the interview there were several times where I asked the appropriate short open-ended questions and then continued to explain an elaborate on the question.  I should have stopped in line 59-62 with “Whatever stands out in your mind.”  In line 170-172 it would have been better to stop with, “So, help me understand.”  If I could correct line 184-191 I would have asked, “What do you think would be important for a new CPS worker?”  In line 209-210 a simple, “And tell me a little bit about that.”  When he began to explain his philosophy I could have said, “Tell me a little more about your philosophy of engagement.”  A follow up question would have been, “And how did that play into your philosophy on engagement?”  I viewed this as my area of greatest weakness and need for improvement.  I did ask short open-ended questions, but continued to talk.  In order to improve my skills as a researcher I will need to be much more aware and self-disciplined.
The participant is a CPS investigator in one of the seven county offices in the southwest region of Tennessee which I supervise. I do have some authority over the participant indirectly since I supervise his supervisor.  Because of this indirect relationship I was somewhat concerned and anxious that the participant not feel intimated or think by participating in the interview there would be any direct or indirect bearing on his job.  I did address this in lines 14-15 of the interview.  I was aware the participant had experienced some personal problems and was somewhat concerned that these issues might surface during the interview. I mentally tried to prepare and work through how I might handle the issue should it arise. At the end of the interview I was pleased when the participant stated the experience made him think deeper and reflect more on what he did everyday. The participant stated, “It would be good for all new child abuse investigators to participate in such a similar interview.”

Preliminary Analysis/Methodology 

Interpretative Phenomenological Analysis (IPA) was used to answer the question, “What is the essence of engagement (phenomenon) for a Child Protective Services (CPS) investigator when conducting a CPS investigation?”  IPA attempts to understand the lived experience of participants and how participants make sense of those experiences, but it emphasizes this involves a process of interpretation by the researcher (Breakwell, G., Hammond S., Fife-Schaw C. & Smith J.A., 2006).  
The interview was taped and transcribed verbatim and then examined to elicit key themes.  The analysis consisted of reading the interview several times for clarification, understanding, and to identify words and sentences (trying to be as close as possible to the text and using words of the person) which expressed meaning of the phenomenon (engagement).  While reading the interview transcript I made notes in the margin concerning my thoughts, ideas, questions, and emotions.  I then labeled data into manageable chunks identified as codes.  The codes identified what I saw going on as far as content or subject matter.  The codes were then placed under a broader label called a category. The categories were then analyzed as to emerging key themes. (Appendix B.)  These themes provided a model for understanding based on the participant’s disclosure of his experience in the text.  The codes and categories were examined in two dimensions, vertically and horizontally.  After careful review of the emerging themes the essence of engagement as a lived experience for Joe was defined.  Appendix B. contains the listing of codes, categories, themes, and this researcher’s perceived essence of Joe’s experience. 

With any research, academic rigor is essential to the credibility of the findings.  To insure validity, creditability, and rigor the participant was asked to review and comment on the transcribed interview, themes, and findings.  The participant’s thoughts and comments are included for review.  The following is actual correspondence to and from the participant by E-Mail regarding the study.
Researcher:
Joe 
I have attached our interview and my findings.  Please review and comment.  If there is something in the interview (spelling/corrections) just let me know.  Also please review my findings regarding themes identified and what I saw as the essence of engagement in your lived experience.  If the findings are not correct please let me know and let me know what you think is correct.  It will not affect my grade in any way or create any problems so feel free to be open and honest in your comments.  Again let me thank you for your time and help.  I will need your response ASAP since I do turn this in tomorrow.  Thanks Joe

Joe:

I just finished reading these two documents and they look good to me.

Joe
Researcher: 
I think my biggest question is, "Did I correctly identify what for YOU is the essence or core of engagement?  
Joe:

Yes.
Discussion of Emerging Themes

Theme 1: Clients are more open and honest if they perceive the psychological environment as respectful and non-threatening.  

When a report of alleged abuse or neglect is made regarding a family it can be a traumatic and frightening event.  Investigators with the Department of Children’s Services are often viewed by clients as cold unfeeling monsters coming to take their children. This negative stereotyping creates difficulty for the CPS investigator in establishing rapport and trust with clients.  Equally as challenging for the CPS investigator is the time limits under which the investigator must function. In this study one CPS investigator describes his verbal and non-verbal communication with a client and the client’s response.  When clients are able to identify with the investigator as a person who cares, understands, and wants to help, instead of seeing the investigator as an extension of state government, they are more inclined to “open up” and discuss private issues. The following excerpts from the interview provide examples:  


“And whether it’s a child or a parent, the mom perpetrating parent, or the alleged perpetrator, I try to get off on the best foot forward and build a rapport with them and trust.” (Line 64-66).  “After I’ve told them what I’m there for, and the things like that, I’ll try to make a little small talk, not so much that its obvious, and try to make it appear to them that I’m seeing things from their side, even though I may not be.: (Line 68-70).  “Well, I would tell them basically, the experience is really what you make it. Hopefully. If you’re warm and kind and caring and have a good smile on your face, and friendly and respectful. Usually, you’ll receive that in return.” (Line 192-194).  “Well, I think if you have a positive attitude and present a positive appearance and glow, if you will, you get positive results.”  “And when I had a positive childhood and I think that applies to my job in as long as you keep that positive attitude and remain positive, your results are going to come out positive.” (Line 253-255).  “Well, I know that if you have the bad attitude and are constantly looking for faults and complaining and being paranoid, that you’re not going to do as quality of work as you are capable of doing, and that people will pick up on that, for sure.” (Line 272-274).  “I felt like it was a very positive engagement. And with the child being so open, honest and truthful, and telling me things she didn’t have to.” (Line 163-164). “If the child would have been crying and hiding her face and not wanting to open up and not really wanting to make eye contact and instead of answering my questions with yes or no, just sort of nodding, you know, nodding her head up and down and shaking her head, or trying to change the topic and not answer the question and just not wanting to deal with, even having anything to do with just talking to me because I’m the big bad man that takes you away from mama and daddy. That would definitely be the bad experience.” (Line 200-206).
Theme 2:   Engagement is reciprocal verbal and non-verbal communication between the investigator and the client.

Communication is both verbal and non-verbal.  From the moment the CPS investigator makes initial contact with the client until the time he leaves the client both he and the client are listening to the words that are spoken and watching each other’s non-verbal actions. Each playing off the other and situating themselves accordingly.  The participant perceived that his attitude and actions greatly influenced the client and acknowledged the client’s attitude, action, and language also influenced him.  The following excerpts from the interview provide examples:  

“She was focused on me, and talking with me, and knowing that I was there to help kids. And answering my questions directly.”  “She wasn’t looking around the room and trying to find distractions and I was glad, for a change, to have a child of that age that appears that she is going to be such a good interview.”  (Line 155-158).  “I felt like it was a very positive engagement. And with the child being so open, honest and truthful, and telling me things she didn’t have.” (Line 163-164).  “…she didn’t try to lead me off in different directions. What I call chasing rabbits. She didn’t try to take me off in some totally different direction and avoid the issue at hand.” (Line 175-177).  “If the child would have been crying and hiding her face and not wanting to open up and not really wanting to make eye contact and instead of answering my questions with yes or no, just sort of nodding, you know, nodding her head up and down and shaking her head, or trying to change the topic and not answer the question and just not wanting to deal with, even having anything to do with just talking to me because I’m the big bad man that takes you away from mama and daddy. That would definitely be the bad experience.” (Line 200-206).  “They’re going to be paying attention to you, and not doodling and looking for attention, to focus their attention elsewhere. They’re going to be making good eye contact, shaking their head yes or no and leaning in toward you. Being very receptive and wanting to answer your questions. And for me, that’s a positive. That shows that they’re positive.” (Line 324-328).

Conclusion
After reading the interview several times, reflecting on the content, codes, and categories, I spent time mediating on and ingesting the phenomena verbalized by the participant.  I sought to visualize the experience being described and the following analogy emerged.

Engagement was visualized as a dance with one partner leading (CPS) and the other following (client).  The leader sets the rhythm, pace, and with practice and skill moves both himself and his partner smoothly and eloquently across the dance floor.  The flow and precision of the dance rest significantly upon that of the leader.  

Almost at the beginning of the interview when the participant discusses building rapport and trust he verbalized his conscious, planned, focus to lead the dance.  “I try to make a little small talk”, “try to make it appear to them that I’m seeing things from their side”,   “…I want them to think that he’s really here to hear my side”, “I can open up this fellow”. (Line 68-72).  Later during the interview when the participant talks about interviewing the alleged perpetrator he states, “When it comes to perpetrators that lean in and give good eye contact and answer, you have to also look at other body language, and their phrasing and the words they use because either they’re being a good interview or they’ve been through the system enough whether its our system or law enforcement, that they know how to play the game, too. Because that’s all it is, one big game. Get in there, smile, lean forward, and tell them what they want to hear. Or what you want them to hear.” (Line 354-360).


Of course there is no single interpretive truth which makes phenomenological research both creative and interpretive.  With no clear window into the inner life of the participant, understanding comes through his verbal representations.  These representations were filtered through the language, gender, race, ethnicity, beliefs, and perceptions existing within the researcher.  While subjectivity and bracketing helped in self-reflection and identification it could not move this researcher to a state of “tabula rasa.”  


Through out the review and analysis of the interview I realized my unconscious thoughts, feelings, perceptions, and values surfaced.  Trying to identify the essence of someone’s lived experience is a daunting and challenging endeavor.  Re-reading the five questions researchers can ask regarding the accurate portrait of the common features and structural connections that manifest in the study (Moustakas, 1994 as cited in Creswell, 1998 p. 208) provided some degree of assurance and support as I proceeded toward my interpretation of what the participant was unveiling in the interview.

Personal Reaction to Project


This assignment taxed and exercised the “mind”.  At times I found myself thinking too deeply while at other times I was not thinking deep enough.  Although the process was difficult and often seemed unmanageable it also provided a degree of excitement and wonder when illumination took place.


Understanding the essence of the lived experience of one CPS investigator can provide insight and understanding that can be incorporated into training for new CPS investigators.  The development of a positive attitude and its significance through out life is valuable to all educators.  The essence also provided social aspects of treating others the way we would like to be treated.  
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Appendix A.

JJ = Jone Johnson, Researcher

Joe = Participant- CPS Investigator

JJ:
 I really do appreciate you doing this. 

Joe: 
You’re more than welcome.

JJ:
 Because I know your time is valuable and you’ve got things to do. I’m going to let you look over this, this is a consent form, and we’ll talk about it a little bit, and I’ll tell you a little bit about what’s going on. This is a research project, for Qualitative Methods, with the University of Memphis. This consent form basically tells you your rights. One important right that you need to know about is that you have a right to, since this is voluntary, you can stop at any time you want to, say that you don’t want to participate. There is no danger known to you, or any adverse affects known that can result as a result of this interview. It has nothing to do at all with your job, job performance or related at all to your work. The benefit for you, as far as doing the interview, there is no real benefit to you, other than just participating. I’m going to ask you select a synonym, a name that you would like to be called, for the transcript. What we’ll do is have an interview, and it will be transcribed. That protects you and your confidentiality. Once the interview is transcribed, then I’m going to let you look at it, you can add, change, it may not be what you meant, or maybe something that’s typed, or a typing error or something, you have the right to look at it and correct it before I ever turn it in. Anything like that. The interview is about an hour. And what we’re going to be talking about is engagement. As far as what that’s like for you, in your real life experience. Not what somebody’s told you, not what you’re read, not the mechanics, but what it’s really like, as you live it. What’s it really like for you. So, that’s what we’re going to be talking about is engagement with CPS clients. And we’re going to start off with you just telling me about an incident where you did engage with a client and then just talking about that. Are there any questions that you have or anything that you don’t understand that you want me to collaborate on, as far as what we’re doing. 

Joe:
 Well it sounds like these are going to be open ended questions. 

JJ:
Uh, huh, they’re open ended. Really it’s not going to be, because we do interviews all the time, it’s not going to be anything like that the kind of interviews we do. All we’re going to do is have a conversation. So, I’m not going to be asking you a lot of questions. I’m probably going to be asking things for clarification, or for us to think deeper about engagement, but as far as just asking questions, no I’m not going to be doing that. It’s going to be just like a focused conversation, basically. Just talking about, ‘what’s the engagement like for you?’ ‘What’s it looks like, what is it?’ And the project will be turned in as part of an assignment for the qualitative methods class and the only person that gets any of this information will be the professor. And because it does cover ​​​​​the school is the reason, if it’s going to anybody, that's the reason we're going to change the name, so nobody will be able to identify you. So, it’s strictly confidential. Anything else you want to ask, that you have concerns about? 

Joe:
 Not that I can think of. 

JJ: 
Alright, I need you to sign, its got name of participant, and then your signature and the date. And then I’m going to give you a copy to keep. And you’re well aware that we are taping and that we’re going to transcribe. And I’m going to give you a copy of this. Anything else? 

Joe:
 Not that I can think of.

JJ: 
Alright, what name would you like for us to use? 

Joe: Joe. 

JJ: 
Alright, Joe. Do you have a last name or do you just want to go by Joe?

Joe:
 I’ll just go by Joe.

JJ:
 Just Joe. Ok. Can you start out Joe, just by telling me, if you can think about an experience that you’ve had, engaging with a CPS client, and just tell me about that experience. 

Joe:
 A client, meaning a child or a parent, or a perpetrator? 

JJ:
 Whatever stands out in your mind, as far as when you engage someone during a CPS investigation. Sometimes we have certain things that just kind of stand out to us. So, any experience. It could be a child, an adult, just an experience that stands out in your mind, when you engaged someone in an investigation. 

Joe: 
Usually I start out engaging everyone basically the same way. In very friendly and respectful terms, and explaining to them why I’m there and what I have to do. And whether it’s a child or a parent, the mom perpetrating parent, or the alleged perpetrator, and tries to get off on the best foot forward and build a report with them and trust. 

JJ:
 Ok. Could you tell me a little bit more about that? The raport and the trust? 

Joe:
 After I’ve told them what I’m there for, and the things like that, I’ll try to make a little small talk, not so much that its obvious, and try to make it appear to them that I’m seeing things from their side, even though I may not be. Because I want them to think that ‘he’s really here to hear my side and is going to believe whatever I tell him, and I can open up to this fellow.’

JJ:
 Ok. Can you think, try to think of a specific case on a specific person, or time when you were talking to someone. 

Joe: Well, there’s so many!

JJ:
 I know. It’s difficult! 

Joe:
 Yes, it is. Well, I guess, the simplest way to do it is the most recent child that I’ve done a preliminary interview with yesterday at school. That initial contact with the child, because I knew I would be conducting a forensic interview on her later. I just needed to make that initial contact to try to build a little trust and then let her know who I was and just ask her some very generalized questions about ‘how’s things at school’ and ‘where’s mom at today’ and ‘do you feel safe with mom?’ and ‘do you feel safe with….’ and I named each sibling, and named mom’s boyfriend and I named the alleged perpetrator. Asked her where this alleged perpetrator lived and the child told me, volunteered on her own that this alleged perpetrator was transporting her from school every day, home, and also, her brother and a female cousin. So that opened up the possibilities of this alleged perpetrator possibly perpetrating on this female cousin. Which the child was five years old, so she didn’t even know her own cousin’s last name. I guess during the course of the investigation I’ll be thinking about that as well. 

JJ: 
“What does it feel like, when you go out?” Like to the school, and you don’t have to list the name of the child. “What does it feel like?”
Joe:
 Well, different cases make me feel differently. This particular case definitely seems to have some merit to it, so I definitely feel like my involvement in it is actually going to be beneficial to the family. Both the victim and the alleged perpetrator because the alleged perpetrator is also juvenile. It’s a sibling of the alleged victim. She’s five and he’s sixteen, on the verge of seventeen. And if this does turn out to be indicated, I definitely want to see that she gets some help, that it doesn’t affect her adult life later on or even her teenage life, and also, if this turns out to be true, to get him into some counseling and help before he does something that’s a criminal act that’s going to get him in the realm of the criminal court system.

JJ: Can you think back, on your way to the school.  “What kind of thoughts were going through your mind as you were going to the school to engage this child?” “What were you thinking?”
Joe:
 I was thinking, I had contacted the school, and they said that she was at school. I had called the referent for some additional information, to clarify the referral to make sure of what Nashville was trying to say. And the referent had told me that this child goes to Quinco, and that she had a Quinco appointment yesterday, so I’m thinking, well, mom may be going to pick her up from school and take her to the Quinco appointment, so I need to hurry up and get to school and see and interview this child before she’s out of school and I’m not able to catch up with her here, today. 

JJ: 
So it sounds like you were feeling some apprehension. 
Joe:
 Well, my concern was that I might not see the child in a timely a manner as I had intended on. Even though it was a Priority Two and I could have waited until today to see her. The information I had made me feel like she needed seeing as soon as possible. To get this ball rolling, so to speak. 

JJ: 
Yesterday, during the interview, emotionally,  “what did you feel?” As far as talking with the child. 

Joe:
 Well, usually I’m not a very emotional person. And I guess the only emotion, if you want to call this an emotion, is concern. When I found out that this alleged perpetrator was picking up these three children at school, especially with the two of them being females of approximately the same age, with the information we had, I was very much concerned about him picking them up and transporting them to their various homes and wondering if he was ever alone with either of them. And the little girl also disclosed, when I asked her if she felt safe with this alleged perpetrator, she said yes. But she said he goes too fast. So, I took that to mean that she’s commenting on his driving as well.

JJ:
 Yesterday, when you were done with the interview, first of all, I need to ask you, “How old is the child?” 

Joe:
 Five years old.

JJ: 
And I would think, that interviewing a five year old, would be somewhat taxing to think interviewing a five year old child. “How does that work for you?”
Joe: 
Well, five year olds are like everybody else. There’s so different, and complex. Some are very inward and some are very outgoing. And I do believe this child would have opened up yesterday and just told it all, given the right opportunity. Because she was so forward and out front, in telling me about this alleged perpetrator living at their grandmother’s. She was setting it up, really, for me to say, you know, to start asking her questions about it. Which I think she’ll make an extremely good interview, if she’s not tampered with between now and then. I have spoken to her mother, by phone, and scheduled this forensic interview and the mother works at Headstart, and after she found this allegation out at the doctor the day before yesterday, from the child, she, in my opinion, done asked a few too many questions, but you know, for the lay people, that’s not uncommon, for them to want to know more. I am glad, though, that from hearing from mom, that the alleged perpetrator does not have any knowledge of this allegation yet, and that mom is, mom even admitted that for the past couple of weeks, the alleged perpetrator has been taking the child too and from school, but that will no longer be the case until the CPS investigation is over and we come to some sort of finding. So the mom was honest, because she didn’t have to tell me that. Seemed concerned about her child, and wanted to do the right thing, because she was asking me, do I need to tell my son that this is what his sister has said, do I need to question him about it? And she seemed very receptive when I told her no, just leave him in the dark right now, and let him find out about it the first time we interview him regarding; I’ll contact you and we set it up. 

JJ:
As you were telling me that you were smiling, and I wonder, “How did, being interviewed, with the child, how do you feel the engagement process, how did that go for you?” 

Joe:
 With this particular child, it went extremely well. She didn’t seem to suffer from any attention deficient problems. She was focused on me, and talking with me, and knowing that I was there to help kids. And answering my questions directly. She wasn’t looking around the room and trying to find distractions and I was glad, for a change, to have a child of that age that appears that she is going to be such a good interview. 

JJ:
 So, it sounds as if you felt like it was a positive engagement? I’m asking, was that to you? “How would you describe it?” “Was it a positive engagement?” “Did you feel good about it?” “How were your feelings about what took place between the two of you?” You and the child. 

Joe: 
I felt like it was a very positive engagement. And with the child being so open, honest and truthful, and telling me things she didn’t have to with her statement about her brother transporting her to school and her cousin as well, the only thing that concerned me about it, as far as she still feels save with this brother that has allegedly performed oral sex on her and also at least made contact with his genital area with her genital area. And she feels safe with him. And it just makes me wonder, a child’s perspective on boundaries and what’s safe and what’s not safe.

JJ:
 So, help me to understand. You were talking about she seemed very open and very truthful, and if she is open and truthful.” How do you see that as part of the engagement?”

 Joe:
 Well, maybe I like to, and I don’t know that I’m due any of the credit for her being open and truthful and such a good interview, I like to think I could take some of the credit for it, but it may just be all with her, but she didn’t try to lead me off in different directions. What I call chasing rabbits. She didn’t try to take me off in some totally different direction and avoid the issue at hand. Which even though, we didn’t really address the directive issue at hand.

 JJ: 
So, “How did her openness and your sense of perceiving her as very truthful to you, how did that feel to you?”
Joe: 
Made me feel very good, because it made me feel like this is a child that wants help. And is willing to talk about her, for lack of a better term, problem, I guess you would say, and to get it out in the open and seek help. 

JJ: 
If you were talking to someone who had never done it, an investigation, about engagement, say engaging a five year old, “What do you think would be important for you to tell them, as an investigator?” If I’m talking to a brand new investigator, that’s never done this, and I want to talk to them about what the experience of engaging. Let’s say, this child. Engaging a five year old. “What do you think would be important for you to tell them?” As an investigator. You’re talking to a brand new investigator. And I want to talk to them about what the experience of engaging a five year old would feel, to the investigator. “What would you tell them?” 

Joe:
 Well, I would tell them basically, the experience is really what you make it. Hopefully.  If you’re warm and kind and caring and have a good smile on your face, and friendly and respectful. Usually, you’ll receive that in return. From those children, unless they extremely traumatized by past events in their lives, like other CPS investigations or worse, yet, divorce and custody, visitation issues that have really taxed the child’s mental capacity. 

JJ: 
You’ve described the experience that you had yesterday as positive. “What would have made the experience, for you, negative?”

Joe: 
If the child would have been crying and hiding her face and not wanting to open up and not really wanting to make eye contact and instead of answering my questions with yes or no, just sort of nodding, you know, nodding her head up and down and shaking her head, or trying to change the topic and not answer the question and just not wanting to deal with, even having anything to do with just talking to me because I’m the big bad man that takes you away from mama and daddy. That would definitely be the bad experience.
JJ:
 And tell me, “What that would have made you feel?” 

Joe: 
Not very good at all. 

JJ: 
And tell me a little bit about that. “What would have caused not to have caused that positive?” 
Joe: 
Because I would have perceived this as being some, for lack of a better term, a form of brain washing by some adult individual in her life, whether it be mother, father, or grandparents. Basically to make this child this way, so the child would not open up the family’s closet and expose their skeletons. So, I would really be upset that an adult had played mind games with a five year old, or older, or younger child for their own personal gain or benefit. 

JJ:
 We engage people on a daily basis. “How do you perceive, or do you perceive, any difference when you are doing a CPS investigation?” “How is that experience of engagement different from everyday experiences of engagement?”
 Joe:
 I don’t really see a difference. I try to treat everybody friendly and warm and with a smile and in my CPS related situations, if they’re not receptive to that, that’s all well and good but in my, as it applies to my job, I still have to keep up the affront anyway, of being nice and polite and smiling and respectful and try to sell the trust issue, you can trust me, and my philosophy and its my personal philosophy, it comes from sixteen and a half years of law enforcement work, prior to this, if you treat everybody you deal with, with all this respect and trust, and a smile and handshake and if it turns out that they’re innocent, or not a part of not a problem, you had a positive experience with this person and they can say ‘well, DCS is not so bad after all, Children and Protective Services aren’t the big, bag people that take the children away.’ And in the reverse, if it turns out this person is a true perpetrator and all, you’ve shown them all this kindness and respect and hopefully gained their trust enough that my philosophy is once you’ve got them, they’ll just sort of roll over and expose their soft white underbelly or their throat, and then legally you can rip their throat or guts out right in front of the court in, by means of protecting the child and have a rock solid case. Where when they do go to court, they have no other option but to admit that what they done was wrong. And hopefully seek help. 

JJ: 
Tell me a little more about your philosophy of engagement. You were talking about warm and respect and smiling and shaking hands; tell me a little bit more about that, as far as your philosophy and how that came about. And how that plays on engaging. 

Joe:
 Well, as far back as I can remember, and I can remember some of my elementary school teachers and principals even, always talking about I was always the happiest child they would see at school, you know, going down the hallways with a big smile and, basically my childhood was that of the Cleaver family. Of Beaver and Wally and the mom and dad. I was brought up in a very good home. Mom did work though, unlike Mrs. Cleaver. But I just had an extremely good childhood with good parents.

 JJ:
 “And how did any of that play into your development of your philosophy of engagement?” You were telling me about you were the happiest child at school and you were telling me about your parents were like the Cleaver family. And in those experiences, has you lived there, developed a philosophy of engagement. “How did that work for you?” 

Joe:
 Well, I think if you have a positive attitude and present a positive appearance and glow, if you will, you get positive results. And when I had a positive childhood and I think that applies to my job in as long as you keep that positive attitude and remain positive, your results are going to come out positive.

JJ: 
Ok. And I hear what you’re saying. If I’m positive, I’m going to get positive results. “How did you develop that?” “ What in your life experience caused you to understand, perceive or take on the philosophy that if I’m positive other people will be positive? How did that develop in you?” 

Joe:
 Well, personally, through a little trial and error. Because there were times in my life that I was influenced by people that were definitely not positive, that were griping and grumbling they couldn’t turn around without complaining about something. You know, they were always the victim; somebody was always out to get them. And after you’ve been around people like that for a while, it’s harder sometimes not to at least for some of that to rub off. And basically I figured out through observing what happened to those people and when I was in that mode myself, seeing what happened to me, that basically, you pre-determine your own fate, by if you think somebody’s constantly out to get you, you’re probably going to eventually have somebody out to get you, maybe more than just one somebody. And in various aspects of your life or career or whatever. 

JJ: 
So, in learning that lesson, “How has that affected your engagement with clients, or has it?” 

Joe:
 Well, I know that if you have the bad attitude and are constantly looking for faults and complaining and being paranoid, that you’re not going to do as quality of work as you are capable of doing, and that people will pick up on that, for sure. And I guess I forgot the question.

JJ: 
I wanted to ask you, too, if there was a brand new worker, and I was going out yesterday to interview clients. I’m just looking at my own self, I think I would be apprehensive, fearful, not sure, unsure of what I was going to say and how I was going to act, I think I would have all these thoughts and feelings going through my mind. And as a new worker, I came to you and I said, this is what I’m feeling, I’m thinking. “How would you address that in order to encourage me, to help me, from your own experience as to, how would you identify with me and talk to me about that?” 

Joe:
 Well, I’m kinesthetic learners, which as you know, I learn by diving in and getting hands in the mix, so to speak, by doing. A worker with those type questions, I would assure them that it’s going to be ok. I presume that the way you’ve phrased your question, I’m going to be there with you at this time.

JJ:
 I’m just a new worker. I was to go out and have a positive experience engaging this client. I am feeling all these things, and I want, you’ve lived it, you live it every single day, so “What would you tell me in order to help me, that you’ve learned, to help me have a positive, and how would I even know my experience was positive?” “How would I even recognize that?”
Joe:
 Well, I would definitely tell the worker what we’ve discussed earlier about having a positive attitude and the smiling, the possibly handshake and nodding your head up and down to the person so they know you’re definitely listening and good eye contact and I would tell them to take their referral, read it thoroughly. What I do is highlight the true allegations, because there’s lots of fodder, so to speak. But hit all of the real allegations of concern and I jot down my open-ended questions on my initial contact report if I have one. You know if I’m not pressed for time that I don’t have one. And that doesn’t mean that I won’t come up with questions on the fly as well, depending on their answers or given if something else comes to mind. But, to try to take the referral and at least have the key questions lined up that you want to know to hit all these allegations on the referral, have those open-ended questions. I try to always start out all my questions, with ‘tell me about…’ And that way, you don’t know where they’re going to lead you. And if it’s an apprehensive interviewee, then you’ll have to get more specific with ‘who did this’ or ‘who are you talking about,’ ‘when did this happen,’ and then you may even have to break it down by week days, or weekends, or daytimes or nighttimes or did it revolve around holidays, it just all depends on the ability the person has and exactly what happened. Try to get as much detail as you can about what it was, if they are disclosing something and try to use sense-based explanations of what it is. What did they see, hear, touch, smell and taste. If you can, because those lead back to good rock-solid things that you can play back on. So, we’ve got the who, what, when, and where, and sometimes the how question will come up. But usually that’s answered in the what. And I guess one of the last questions, usually, is ‘what did you do after this happened to you?’ And that, a lot of times, will lead you into knowing how truthful the person’s been to you or how frightened they were or maybe they just didn’t know what to do. And in the case of, especially if it’s a physical abuse allegation, and it doesn’t seem like it is truly physically abuse, its at least borderline if not already pretty much determined appropriate, I will ask the ‘why’ question. Why did this happen? And if you’ve saved that to the end, and the child is really receptive, they’ll say ‘well I was cutting up and being disobedient’ and refusing to do this, that or the other, and that seals the deal for me right there. 

JJ: 
Alright let me ask you. I’m a new worker and I’m going out. “What could I expect to see if I am positively engaging a client?” “What could I expect to see?” 

Joe: 
They’re going to be paying attention to you, and not doodling and looking for attention, to focus their attention elsewhere. They’re going to be making good eye contact, shaking their head yes or no and leaning in toward you. Being very receptive and wanting to answer your questions. And for me, that’s a positive. That shows that they’re positive. Now, sometimes, do to mental health reasons, children, or adults can’t help; things like that are out of their control. They have the attention deficit issue or they’re hyper and they’re bouncing off the walls and the chairs and fooling with toys or whatever happens to be in the room they can distract themselves with. And in cases like that, you just have to make the best of what you have to work with. Plenty of re-direction, and just that re-direction doesn’t work, you have to try to bring in to your interview whatever they’re trying to use to distract themselves with. Into your conversation even, try to get them to focus enough so that they can answer questions, and you may have to start simplifying your questions to people of that, with those conditions, since their attention spans are so short that it’s hard to get an open-ended question answered. You may have to get down to yes or no type questions. And those type interviews seem to drone on and on and on and it’s like you’re trying to drag information out of the person. And it could be purely the mind and they not mean to be that way, and it may appear that they may be avoiding answering the questions, when really, they’re not.

JJ: 
So, “What’s that feel like?” “What does that feel like, if you’re are talking and it just seems like it goes on and on, what’s that feel like for an investigator, or for you personally?” 

Joe:
 It can be frustrating. It depends on the case, and how much information I already have and how much investigation I’ve done in the case. The more I know about it, the more I can, at least in my mind, determine if the person’s trying to play this as a game. Or not.

JJ: 
And then you were talking about when someone’s nodding, leaning forward, answering your questions, “What’s that feel like you, in your interview experience?” “What’s that feel like?” 

Joe: 
Well, it makes me feel good, that at least, from the interview from the victim’s standpoint, I feel like I’m getting probably more truthful answers from the victim, and they’re wanting to get this out of their system, off their chest. When it comes to perpetrators that lean in and give good eye contact and answer, you have to also look at other body language, and their phrasing and the words they use because either they’re being a good interview or they’ve been through the system enough whether its our system or law enforcement, that they know how to play the game, too. Because that’s all it is, one big game. Get in there, smile, lean forward, and tell them what they want to hear. Or what you want them to hear.

JJ:
 It sounds as if engagement and I’m not sure, I need to get clarification, engagement is different, for different people, and engagement is different for different people. Whether it’s the victim, the perpetrator or maybe a caretaker or someone else. “How is that different for you?” 

Joe:
 Well, outwardly, I try to present my engagement the same. Inwardly, I’m thinking all the time, about this person’s motive for how they are engaging with me. Do they have an ulterior motive for their engagement? If they’re engaging, appear to be engaging good, like I said, is it because they want to get this over with, and because there’s nothing to it, or is this not their first pony ride, so to speak, and they’re playing the game because they’ve done it so many times. And sometimes we get alleged victims that’s been through the system a few times and they try to take advantage of the system and they will play the engagement card, so to speak, and know to do good, and you try to read through that and pick up on their body language other than just the positive look, or the negative body language, and then people’s words are harder for them to control than even their body language. I think. Because they can kind of clamp down on their body language and act their body language but they may make Freudian slips of the tongue, but its hard for them to take back. And of course when you eventually come back around and bring that to their attention, sometimes they’ll even dig a deeper hole, than they’ve dug in the first place. 

JJ:
 “How would you define engagement for you?” “What does engagement mean to you?” 

Joe:
 How you meet a person, and become acquainted with them, familiar with them. And how you allow them to become familiar with you and trustful with you and cooperative with what you’re interested in getting done. And from my perspective, me appearing to be interested in them and what they have to say, and an advocate for them, whether I truly am an advocate for them or not. Because I may play the role of advocate of a perpetrator so that I can get what I can out of them, and I’m definitely the advocate of the victim. Even if it’s not truly a victim and even if it’s a victim that’s playing the system, they need help and I need to find out what that is. And see if we can get them the help they need. 

JJ:
 “Does engagement, for you, change depending on location, individual?” “Are there any exterior things, factors that influence your engagement with someone?”
Joe: 
Well, I try not to let it be. But there’s no way you can help but engage people differently, because they’re going to engage you differently, depending upon the location. If it’s at school, with a child, usually that’s some pretty good engagement. If it’s at a DCS office, with a child or with a parent or with an alleged perpetrator, they feel slightly more apprehensive and not as engaging. Whether it’s a DCS office or Carl Perkins Center either one, anybody that walks into an interviewing room, that notices a mirror, they eye, their eyes go immediately to that mirror and they are wondering, or I presume they are wondering who is watching behind that mirror. So, they’re intimidated immediately, and in an even worse place to interview someone is at the police station, which that IS the preferred place to interview a perpetrator because you want to get them on the hot seat. Especially if your investigation has given you facts that you truly have reason to believe that this alleged perpetrator did do this. You definitely want to take them out of their secure environment of their home and get them somewhere where they are not so secure and their body language will really tell off on them. And then their phraseology and words. As far as interviewing people at home, that can work both ways. Children, alleged victims, rather, sometimes give good interviews at home. It just all depends on the circumstances. If the alleged perpetrator’s in the other room, I don’t think they’re going to be as open to engagement because they know walls are thin. If the perpetrator, the alleged perpetrator is not there, though, and it’s a non-perpetrating parent, you will either get a good engagement, and hopefully a true, truthful interview, or if its like a custodial, visitation squabble, it depends on which household. The child may tell you one thing in this parent’s house, and if you interview them in the other parent’s house, they may tell you right the opposite. They’re playing whichever parent they’re with at the time, side. So, I definitely prefer to interview the child at school, second preferably at DCS office without a double mirror, or any mirror, third at a Carl Perkins office without a mirror, lastly, and fourth, would be at home without the perpetrator and then in a have-to situation, a police station. Sometimes the parents will take them there. And their engagement might not be as good, but it may be. 

JJ:
 “What is it about the location?” This is for the purpose of interviewing a child. “What is it about the location that you think, for the child, that you’re trying to engage, that influences the engagement process?” “What is it about that?” 

Joe:
 I think it’s their comfort zone. It’s just like the alleged perpetrator. The child feels really comfortable in school, been in school, depending on their age, quite a while. They know there are plenty of responsible adults there to protect them. And usually the rooms they’re interviewed in, the door has a window, so they know teachers or principals are walking by and they’re not threatened by this stranger coming in and asking them, whereas if this child is at a police station, you know, they’re already, maybe mom or dad or both have been arrested in the past, and the child has seen it. So that would be bad police. And you’ve got the big, bad man that takes you away from mama and daddy. And they’re definitely out of their comfort zone. Though I didn’t mention the hospital earlier. Hospitals are fairly good places for interviews. I don’t conduct too many interviews of children in hospitals. Although we get called to the hospital, usually by then, by the time we get there, medically or for they were there for reasons not so much for abuse or neglect but unruly or even delinquent issues. 

JJ: 
So, “What about your comfort zone?” 

Joe:
 My comfort zone? 

JJ: 
Tell me about that. You’ve told me about the child, interviewing the child. “What about your comfort zone in engagement?”
Joe: 
Well, as far as my engagement comfort zone, I feel comfortable anywhere that I interview the child or the perpetrator, for that matter. I do prefer not to interview a child or perpetrator at the same home at the same time. At night, especially late at night. But really location doesn’t affect my, that I see, anyway, my engagement skills. 

JJ: 
Tell me about, you said you would really rather not engage a child at home, at night. “How would that affect your engagement?” 
Joe: 
Usually by then, let’s say the perpetrator is at home, or the non-perpetrating parent is at home. Obviously one and you never know if mom, quote, unquote, parent, and is truly going to believe the child. If the child feels comfortable with me interviewing there. And this and I really guess we’re supposed to be discussing my engagement there at night. These parents can be sometimes sort of hostile to some extent that you’re there, at their home, at night. You know, why couldn’t you have called us and scheduled this, and we could have brought them in to you. You know, they love that, which advances notice so they can prep the child and be prepped themselves. 

JJ:
 “What do you see that might limit your ability to engage a client?”

Joe: 
If this client and family has been working with multiple times and everything’s been unfounded, and the history shows that this is an unruly child, even borderline on being delinquent, and basically they’re just trying to keep mom and dad straight by using us as leverage over mom and dad, and they’re doing it at night or on weekends when we’re on-call, and I guess, there is some resentment there that might have some affect on my engagement, then, because I almost feel like this is a waste of my time, the Department’s time and you know to be available to respond to a child that really is being abused or neglected. That’s about the only thing, really, that I can think of. Or a parent, who has done the same thing, like at six o’clock on a Friday afternoon, or six o’clock on a Sunday afternoon, when its time for the parents to be exchanging, they’ll time their referral where they can get one of us out there while we’re on-call to try to keep from having to make that visitation take place, and its truly for their own agenda. Yes, I feel some resentment there, and for being drug into a custody/visitation issue, which is really victimizing the child in a different way than we have any power over to address. 
JJ:
 If I was to ask you, and you were to respond, and you said, ‘engagement to Joe means,’ “How would you address that?”
Joe:
 Engagement to Joe means treating everyone the same way, as much as you possibly can. Being positive. Listening to them, making good eye contact. Leaning in. Really paying attention to them. Usually shaking hands. Doing my very best to make the person that I’m engaging comfortable to speak to me. And to engage with me. And that’s what engagement to Joe means.

JJ:
 If Joe were to say ‘if you want to see engagement with Joe, you’ll see…’ 
Joe:
 If you want to see engagement with Joe, you’ll see a smile, some head shakes, eye contact, appropriate laughter maybe, or soft appropriate laughter. Probably hands shake. Hopefully you will feel warmth and empathy for your situation, and whether it is real or not real, Joe’s siding with you in order to gain your trust.
JJ: 
Ok. “How will I know that Joe’s engagement is positive or negative?” For example, “How will I know, that Joe sees our engagement as positive or negative?” “How am I going to know?”
Joe: 
By the end of the interview. 

JJ: 
Tell me Joe, “How am I going to know if this has been positive or negative engagement?” 

Joe:
 By the end of the interview, if Joe was ending the interview with all the same physical characteristics that he began the interview with, and you feel better than you did at the beginning of the interview, you will know that it was positive. If you feel like ‘oh, well, he found out the truth’ ‘I didn’t mean to tell him all that’ that would be one aspect of you knowing that it wasn’t positive for you, or in a case maybe where we’ve got this attention deficit adult or child and Joe’s at the point of throwing his pen up in the air and his hands and saying ‘oh well, this is the best thing to do’ maybe Joe didn’t have as positive a engagement as he had hoped for. 

JJ: 
“How did Joe come about recognizing those things about engagement?” “What led him to see that in his own life or this is the way it is. How did Joe get there?” 

Joe:
 Well, like I had said earlier, I’m a kinesthetic learner and I learn by doing and after sixteen and a half years in law enforcement, five years of CPS investigation, that’s how I got there. It’s just through experience, and trial and error, and doing it, doing it, and doing it. 

JJ:
 I know our time’s almost up, but I want to ask you just one more thing. For CPS investigators, almost everything that they do seems to become part of their life. You can’t separate it, sometimes. You know your work from your own personal life. For engagements, since you have engaged every day for CPS clients, “How do you perceive or do you perceive that that has influenced your life in a positive way or in a negative way?” “Has it had any affect?”
Joe: 
Well, it makes me think of people in a different light, sometimes than I would have before. Life if you hear about this parent, that it was their weekend to have their children, but so they could go out and do their own thing, they get a babysitter and pawn the child off, or you find out that this parent, who’s basically abandoned their children do the other spouse or ex-spouse or whatever, so they can just go on and do their own life. To me, it tells me something about that person’s true being. 

JJ:
 I want to also find out from you how this experience has been for you. Our talking about engagement. “How has this experience been for you?” 

Joe:
 I think it’s really been good. It’s made me reflect back upon the mechanics of what I do subconsciously now, that I do without even having to think about it. Because its making me think about it now. And realize that to continue to do these things, and maybe pay attention and make sure I polish them up a little bit and maybe pick up on a few more positive engagement skills. And have a little more patience that does try your engagement abilities. 

JJ: 
My goal was to try to understand engagement, as you live it and you experience it every single day in CPS. “Is there anything that you think I need to know in order to understand that we haven’t discussed, that I really need to know to be able to understand as you experience it?” 

Joe: 
The only thing I can think of and I think you already know. Different people are different. But it usually takes time to properly engage people. To properly engage people. To get the outcome that we desire. And the outcome we desire is the facts, we don’t desire one way or the other, we desire the facts, and to have a good engagement it just takes time. And maybe this doesn’t have to do with engagement, but when we’re putting in our notes and dictation and all, basically we stick, or I do, anyway, stick to the facts that I’ve pulled out of the interviews and speaking with people, and don’t just tell about all the engagement things that I did to getting to those facts because it would just take so much longer to, I mean, I would like for it to be known but and hopefully that it is, that the engagement took place in order to gather these facts. And without having to repeat all these engagements every time and that the fact that you thanked the people for their time at the end of the interview, told them what a good job they did, and stuff like that. Basically what get put in the dictation, due to the pressures of time, are the facts.

JJ:
 “Is there anything else that you want to talk about, that you want to discuss; you want to know about the process that we’ve been through before we stop?” “Anything?” 

Joe: 
No. I think it’s been a very good process. 

JJ:
 I really do appreciate you taking the time. I know you’re busy, and I know this isn’t work related, so I do appreciate your time to do this. I’m going to try to get this transcribed and I then I want you to take the time and look at it, and see if there’s any corrections that you would like to change or that need to be changed. And then when we get all through, we’ll turn it in and see how it turns out. 

Joe: 
Sounds good to me!

JJ:
 Thank you so much, Joe! 

Joe: 
Thank you!  
Appendix B.

Table 1: Codes and Categories

	Emotional/Psychological
	Communication

	Friendly
	Focused

	Trust
	Learned

	Warmth
	Helping

	Non-threatening
	Philosophy

	Positive attitude
	Private

	Protective
	Cooperation

	Controlled
	Open

	Conscious
	Personal

	Confident
	Planned

	Respect
	Takes time

	Helpful
	Soft laughter

	Verbal
	No-Verbal

	Asking questions
	Leaning forward

	Same with everyone
	Eye contact

	Answering questions
	Handshake

	Talking
	Smiling

	Asking probes
	Nodding

	Volunteer information on their own
	Listening


Table 2:  Emerging Themes

	Theme 1: Clients are more open and honest if they perceive the psychological environment as respectful and non-threatening.

	Theme 2:  Engagement is reciprocal verbal and non-verbal communication between the investigator and the client.


Table 3:  Engagement for Joe as a lived experience

	Essence of Engagement as evidenced in a CPS Investigator’s Lived Experience

	●  Engagement is an emotional and psychological connection between the CPS investigator (Joe) and the client.

● Engagement is an open, honest, and respectful verbal and non-verbal communication between the CPS Investigator (Joe) and the client.




