Roles of the Response Team in a Fitness Review

Response team members may serve one of two functions in a fitness review: interviewing affected parties, or providing guidance on the process and information about sources of support for affected parties. 

Interviewers work as a pair (or occasionally a triad) to interview witnesses and the authorized minister in a fitness review. An initial list of these individuals will come from the Committee on Ministry (COM) and normally will include the person(s) who has raised the concern about a minister’s fitness and the authorized minister. The interviewers should also interview other individuals who have first-hand knowledge about the concern that has been raised. These names may be shared by the COM or may emerge in the process of interviewing others. Interviewers also prepare reports of the interview for review and signature by the interviewees (note: all interviewees are requested to sign the report of their interview; the authorized minister is required to sign the report) and share them with the COM. 

Please note that the authorized minister should be the last person interviewed, so that s/he is able to respond to all the concerns that have been raised and speak to any situations that emerged in other interviews His or her interview should be scheduled quickly, however, and he or she should be required to sign a non-contact agreement immediately.

Interviewers may also meet with the COM after the interviews are completed to answer questions the COM may have about the interviews or the persons interviewed. 

Process Guides (formerly called “Support Persons”) provide assistance in understanding the process and timeline of a fitness review, as well as connecting individuals to sources of support (victim services hotline, ministers who have agreed to provide pastoral care if requested, pastoral or secular counseling centers, etc.). They are there to answer questions, refer when necessary, and help the affected individuals understand what the process of a fitness review is and the Committee on Ministry’s anticipated timeline.

All members of the Response Team should endeavor to maintain an attitude of care and respect for all persons involved in the fitness review. However, despite what it may say in the “Guidelines for Response Teams” or other sources, it is not appropriate for Response Team members to act as an advocate for any of the individuals involved. The COM may offer to find persons who can pastorally support the affected individuals. 

Interview Strategies

(adapted from a presentation by UCC Associate General Counsel Heather Kimmel)

The purpose of a fitness review is to determine whether an authorized minister is presently fit for ministry in and on behalf of the United Church of Christ, in response to a concern raised by one or more persons. The purpose of the interviews is to get at the truth of the concern being raised. In most cases, one member of the response team is the primary person asking questions, while the other person takes notes. The second response team member should feel free to chime in with follow-up questions (or any other questions) during the interview. 

It is critically important to structure interview questions to eliminate ambiguity in the interviewee’s answers. If you ask, “How long have you been a member at First St. Paul’s Church?” and they say, “A long time,” that doesn’t tell you much. You must ask follow up questions to determine the correct answer. This will be easy for some of the context-setting questions, but as the interview progresses, it may become quite uncomfortable. Acknowledge the discomfort, allow for the interviewee to take a break when needed, but do strive for clarity and specificity. 

Build Rapport 

Begin with some introductions, clarify your role, remind the interviewee of the purpose of the interview, and tell the interviewee the topics you are going to talk about (knowing that other topics may emerge in the course of the interview). 

Some easy, conversational question may help get things started. Or, you may want to begin with some “easier” questions to set the context.  Some examples:

· How long have you been a member of the church? 

· How long have you known Pastor A? 

Hear the Story

Who, what, when, where, how, and why – If this sounds like basic journalism, it’s because these kinds of questions are will reveal important facts:

· Who was there?

· What did you do?

· When did this happen?

· Where were you?

· Why did you feel that way? 

Follow up to eliminate ambiguities from the witness’s answers:

· Who else was there?
· What did you do next? 
· Who else knows about this? 
· What happened next? 
These are all examples of the kinds of important follow-up questions to ask during the interview. 
Striving for specificity is vital. “He touched me,” is vague; you can follow up with, “Where did he touch you?” “Was it over your shirt, or under?” Some questions will be difficult to ask and difficult to answer – acknowledge that difficulty with sensitivity. (In cases involving sexual misconduct, the Guidelines for Resourcing Committees on the Ministry can be an excellent pre-interview resource.)  
Likewise, when interviewing the minister, seek a response for every specific concern or allegation that is raised in the other interviews. 

If the interviewee has relevant emails, cards, letters, promissory notes, text messages, gifts, correspondence, appointment books, calendars, etc. – ask for a copy of them. This is true whether the interviewee is the person raising the concern or the authorized minister.  

Organize the Story and Prepare Reports

As soon as possible after finishing the interview, use your notes and your fresh memory of the events to prepare a report. You may organize the report chronologically (even if it wasn’t told to you chronologically), or in whatever way makes the most sense to convey what you heard in the interview. DO NOT include your impressions or any editorial details. It’s okay to say, “The interviewee cried when speaking about this and we took a short break.” It’s not okay to say, “This minister obviously really messed up this person – she was hysterical for half the interview.” 

The response team must provide the interviewee with the report and allow the interviewee to make any corrections necessary to ensure that the report accurate. The interviewee should be asked to sign the report.  . All persons are requested to sign their own interview reports, but the authorized minister is the only person who is required to do so. 

THE AUTHORIZED MINISTER MAY NOT RETAIN, PHOTOCOPY, OR PHOTOGRAPH ANY OF THE REPORTS. 

The minister is free to take whatever notes he or she wants to take regarding the reports.

Non-Contact and Non-Disclosure Agreements

If it has not been previously done, it is appropriate to ask all the interviewees to sign a non-contact form at the time of the interview. The authorized minister is required to sign a non-contact, non-disclosure form; this is done preferably at the time they are informed that a concern has been raised about their fitness for ministry, but can and should be reiterated at the time of the interview.
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