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ENCOUNTERING A LAW ENFORCEMENT 
INCIDENT WHILE OFF DUTY 
 
 

 

INTERNAL AFFAIRS RESEARCH PROJECT SUBMISSION 

SUBMITTED BY:  Andrew, Santa Fe 

 

Q:  What are reasonable steps for a law enforcement agency to take to ensure that sworn officers/deputies 

know what to do when confronted with a law enforcement incident while off-duty? 

An off duty officer must know when to intervene in an incident/emergency or just be a good witness. Each 

agency should have a policy or standard in place informing each officer what to do when they are off duty and 

then transition into that law enforcement role. They must now act as an officer or act as a good witness for 

responding on duty police officers. 

They must know that they do not need intervene on every type of traffic violation or petty misdemeanor. If 

they were to do this they would be creating new case law all the time or departments would have to be 

compensating them for their off duty work. This type of training should be done when a new police officer is 

hired and when updates or changes are made to that policy.  Any update should then be passed on to all 

police officers within that department. 

These police officers must be able to decide if the crime or traffic violation is worth being investigated by them 

off duty or by an on duty police officer. The policy should inform them and provide them with the training on 

how to identify yourself as an off duty police officer. What you should carry (gun, handcuffs, commission card 

or police badge) or what you must carry. By conducting this training with new police officers, you will be able 

instill the proper techniques from the get go. This will help them in the long run throughout their careers and 

keep them out of the internal affairs office for not properly identifying themselves. This is also very important 

if they had to act in an emergency situation  and responding police officers would be immediately be able to 

recognize that they are an off duty police officer. This would help to avoid an officer on officer shooting or 

confusing them as a suspect. 

If they had to draw their weapon they should immediately announce themselves as a police officer whenever 

feasible. Once they do this, it alerts the suspect that they are now dealing with a police officer. This also alerts 

civilians in the area that this guy or gal with the gun in street clothes is an off duty police officer. They must be 

ready to use deadly force and if they do, were they acting in self-defense or as a police officer. Either way they 

must be prepared to make the arrest afterwards and notify on duty officers or a law enforcement call center. 
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The policy must cover what level of force they are allowed to use as they are not in full police uniform or have 

their full duty belt on. It must also cover how they report their off duty involvement in an incident that they 

had to intervene in. They should have to immediately notify their supervisor and document the incident with 

which ever police agency has jurisdiction in the area they were in. Failure to report their involvement should 

be considered a violation of that policy as they may be trying to hide their involvement. They may be doing 

this because they acted inappropriately or used too much force and are trying to avoid the civil litigation they 

may be forthcoming. 
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