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FOREWORD

NARRATIVE REPORT writing is a skill and an art. There are no
short-cuts to good report writing. Good report writing requires
training and practice. It is hoped that this book will assist those
who strive to improve their ability to communicate.
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INTRODUCTION
WHY SHOULD REPORTS BE WRITTEN?

r.Em LAW ENFORCEMENT officer writes an investigation report to
record his activities and findings. The report is the written recol-
lection of the officer and provides a permanent official record of
his actions, his observations, and his discoveries. The report is the
written record of the impressions upon the writer of the circum-
stances of a situation. The investigation report is the word picture
of an investigation, beginning with a complaint, order, offense, or
arrest. It is the permanent record of the case, the basic reference
to the case, the basis for evaluation of what has been done, the
basis for deciding further action, and the basis for prosecution. In
fact, the report becomes “the case.”

The report is the method by which an officer communicates
his findings to those interested in his activities. Although report-
ing may be done orally to colleagues or immediate superiors, a
written report, as stated above, is a permanent reference and
record. There can be no doubt as to what the officer reported.
The written report enables a fellow officer to know what another
officer has done and found. It enables the superior officer to
know what his men have done; it enables him to keep track of the
various activities and investigations of his men; it enables him to
know the types of crimes being committed and the manner in
which they are committed; it enables him to see relationships
among the findings of his men from which he may be able to
determine possible connections among cases. The written report
is the basis upon which the superior officer can offer advice and
make suggestions for further investigation or subsequent handling
of the case. Finally, it is the record upon which the office of the
prosecutor bases its action.

Information obtained from the various reports of a police
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4 How To Write A Narrative Investigation Report

department can be tabulated by a central office within the depart-
ment to give a complete crime picture of a city or of an area
within the city. Reports aid in the deployment of men and equip-
ment in keeping with the crime picture at a given time. Men can
be concentrated in areas showing a rise in particular types of of-
fenses. Men can be alerted to be on the lookout for signs of the
known modus operandi of the unidentified perpetrators of a series
of offenses.

The records of a police department based upon the reports
of its personnel are an aid in the planning of the police budget
and the distribution of funds within a department. Long range
planning for the department to meet changing crime conditions is
based on the information from reports.

Reports can be used to point up the training needs of per-
sonnel so that they may be better able to cope with specific crime
conditions. The weaknesses and strengths of the department can
be ascertained and training programs developed to eliminate the
weaknesses.

The report serves as a record for later reference. A single
report may be only one part of a more complex case on which
other officers within the department as well as officers of other
agencies within the state or in other states may be working. The
activities and findings of any one officer in such a case may have
unforeseen implications and ramifications, and his reports may be
of inestimable value to other officers and agencies. His report
may form the basis for plans and actions by personnel and agen-
cies of whom he may be unaware.

The report represents a convenient method for keeping other
interested local public agencies such as the fire, health, welfare,
probation, and parole departments informed of conditions with
which they are concerned. Since the welfare of the community is
the concern of all, especially of public agencies, and crime is an
offense against the community, the work of the police agency in
combatting offenses against the community should be available
to assist other public agencies when appropriate.

In addition to aiding the work of other public departments
and thereby developing the cooperation that is so essential to local
government, the information derived from reports can be used to
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keep the public informed of police problems and accomplish-
ments. Such information becomes the basis for public support of
the police agency. Reports then become a foundation for a public
relations program acquainting the community with the activities
of its law enforcement agency.

If the investigation report goes to the office of the prosecu-
tor, he will be dependent on the facts set out in the report in de-
termining whether or not he has sufficient evidence for a prosecu-
tion. If he decides to prosecute, he must rely on the report to
show (1) that an offense was committed; (2) who perpetrated
the offense; (3) who was the victim; (4) what evidence is avail-
able for presentation; (5) what witnesses should be subpoenaed;
(6) what the defense might be; and (7) what strategy he should
use to counteract it.

From the foregoing, it can be seen that the quality of the in-
vestigation reports and police records have a direct relationship
to the efficiency of a police department and to the administration
of justice in a community. It cannot be overemphasized that an
investigation, no matter how well done, can be no better than the
manner in which the report is written. The investigator must re-
member that his report tells the reader the manner in which the
investigation was conducted, and is the basis for evaluation of the
quality of the investigation. A poor report of a good investigation
will give the impression of a poor investigation.

WHEN SHOULD REPORTS BE WRITTEN

Reports are sources of information. Reports should be writ-
ten whenever department policy prescribes that they be written.
For example, a department may require that a report be com-
pleted at the conclusion of each tour of duty on the condition of
the vehicle used. It may require a “contact” report which includes
the names, locations, and reasons for stopping and questioning
any person. The number of report forms will vary from depart-
ment to department. Usually, the number of report forms in any
police department is related to the kinds of records the depart-
ment maintains.

Many police officers “fight” reports. The result is that they
make their job more difficult and less pleasant. If the officer will
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take the time to discover the “why” of the report, he may find his
task easier. For example, the vehicle report mentioned above is
important to the maintenance division of any department. A
poorly operating vehicle is no asset to a police officer.

In general, reports may be classified into four large cate-
gories: complaint, offense, arrest, and investigation. A complaint
report is completed for every communication to the police depart-
ment requesting police action. An offense report is completed for
every incident or occurrence requiring official police action. An
arrest report is completed for every person taken into custody. An
investigation report is written by every officer assigned to a case
and by each officer who has information about a case even though
he may not be assigned to the case.

From another viewpoint, it may be said that reports should
be written whenever the action taken and the findings made
could be used in the future. This may seem to be a large order.
Certainly, not all actions, contacts, observations, and the like will
require official department reports. But the officer may want to
have written notation of many of his actions, contacts, observa-
tions, etc. which he suspects may have consequences. He there-
fore maintains a personal notebook in which he keeps such in-
formation as he deems essential to his work. His notebooks should
be filed by dates. He may maintain a name file with cross refer-
ence to the notebook entry by date. The value of a personal note-
book is as great as the ingenuity of the officer.

For example, while on patrol in a sparsely populated sub-
urban area, an officer noticed a car, which did not seem to be-,
long, parked in the driveway of one of the luxurious houses. The
car was not in keeping with the economic status of the neighbor-
hood or with the occupants’ friends. The officer jotted down a
description of the car, license number, make, model, color, etc., in
his notebook, noting the time and date. He habitually recorded in
this notebook any unusual events, calls answered, and people con-
tacted. A few days later his office received a report of a burglary
from the occupants of the house in whose driveway the officer
had noted the strange car. They had been away for several days,
and on returning to their residence discovered the burglary. Since
the burglary occurred in his territory, the officer refreshed his
memory with his notebook and reported the information he had





