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Q: What is an appropriate amount of time between the receipt of the initial complaint and the interview of 

your suspect officer?  

When dealing with time constraints during an internal investigation we often have well defined parameters 

for timely completion of an investigation. These parameters are typically spelled out in policy. What is not 

covered in many policies is when to conduct the interview with the suspect officer involved in the allegations.  

What is an appropriate amount of time between the receipt of the initial complaint and the interview of your 

suspect officer? Although no exact measure of time can be placed on this part of the investigation, external 

factors may play a part in determining when the interview with the suspect officer will take place.    

Often, Sheriffs and Chiefs want internal affairs to complete their investigation no later than yesterday. They 

want to find out from the suspect officer if they actually did what they are accused of. If they did do what was 

alleged, what were they thinking and why they acted the way they did? Whether elected or appointed, this 

sense of urgency is magnified when the Sheriff or Chief is under public scrutiny. The public and their 

constituents demand answers and these officials are obligated to give them.   

This was the case with our agencies newly elected Sheriff.  Three weeks into his term, one of his officers was 

accused of having sexual relations with a minor.  The Sheriff wanted the public to have the sense of 

transparency in his organization and administration. He also wanted to satisfy the public’s demand for a 

speedy investigation. Being a newly appointed internal affairs investigator, I felt under pressure to complete 

the interview with the suspect officer and finish the investigation quickly. Whether this pressure was real or 

just my perception, the sense of urgency could have led to mistakes and impacted the investigation 

negatively.      

Although the elected or appointed official must provide answers to the public, it is the internal investigators 

job to make sure the investigation is complete, fair and accurate.  If the investigator is not careful and gives in 

to this type of pressure from the Sheriff or Chief, he could find himself in a position to interview the suspect 

officer before all information is gathered, potentially jeopardizing his investigation.  

Investigators should have flexibility when it comes to interviewing the suspect officer and certain factors will 

determine when this happens.  The complexity or seriousness of the allegations will be a major contributing 

http://ia.patc.com/
http://www.patc.com/
http://www.llrmi.com/
http://www.patctech.com/


----------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- ------------------------ 

For duplication & redistribution of this article, please contact the Public Agency Training Council by phone at 1.800.365.0119. 

PATC Internal Affairs Institute  5235 Decatur Blvd  Indianapolis, IN  46241 

http://ia.patc.com  |   http://www.patc.com  |  http://www.llrmi.com  |  http://www.patctech.com  

factor.  The more serious the allegations, the more evidence the investigator will have to process prior to the 

interview. Ultimately, it comes down to getting your ducks in a row and making sure you know the answers to 

your questions before you talk to the suspect officer. 

Another issue raising some discussion among internal affairs investigators is whether to allow the suspect 

officer to view evidence prior to the interview with them. Some internal investigators don’t have an option as 

this decision has already been made for them through contract agreements.  

The investigator must determine if it would be detrimental to your investigation if the suspect officer 

reviewed video of the incident, reports or witness statements before interviewing them. Most investigators 

would agree that you don’t want to show the cards in your hand before its time to play them.  I believe that it 

all depends on the complexity and seriousness of the allegation.  

If during the course of your investigation, it becomes apparent that the suspect officer is attempting to cover 

up or mitigate his actions, disclosing your evidence against the subject may hinder your investigation. When 

the officer does not remember the incident the way others do because of physiological factors out of this 

control, showing the video to the officer may prove to be useful.  

Memories can become unintentionally distorted and written reports can often differ from what was caught on 

video. The reports are scrutinized by the public, giving the appearance that the officer is lying or trying to 

cover up his actions.  These same reports may even be used as evidence against the officer during internal 

investigations.  Video, although only two dimensional depiction of the incident can still be more reliable. In 

cases involving use of force incidents where video is available, it would be beneficial for the agency to develop 

policy for debriefing.  During the debriefing, officers would be allowed the opportunity to view the video, prior 

to completing their reports, reducing the perception that the officer is untruthful in documenting his actions.       

http://ia.patc.com/
http://www.patc.com/
http://www.llrmi.com/
http://www.patctech.com/

