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Is it reasonable to allow officers who have been involved in a critical 
incident (shooting, pursuit, use of force, custody death) to view any 
video evidence before they complete any required police reports or 
provide a compelled statement? 
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“If you tell the truth, you won’t have to remember anything.” 

- Mark Twain 

Many notable characters have been quoted across the centuries of recorded communications regarding their 

beliefs and opinions about telling the truth. The famous and infamous, philosophers and preachers, scientists 

and scholars, all want to be known for their version of what they think is the truth. This author believes the truth 

is most accurately defined as a two part definition. First, it is what that person believes to be true and second, 

why they believe it to be true. In addressing the unresolved and often argued topic regarding the 

reasonableness of allowing officers involved in a critical incident to view video evidence before providing a 

statement I believe it is prudent to remain cognizant of this suggested definition of the truth. 

The goal and premise of any internal affairs investigation is to accurately and completely gather all of the facts 

relevant to the alleged incident. This will involve effective and efficient interviewing of victims, witnesses and 

subjects. The most credible and credentialed technique of accepted best practices for interviewing victims and 

witnesses is through cognitive interviewing and the gold standard since the early 1990’s was developed by Dr. 

Fisher and Dr. Geiselman (Fisher & Geiselman, 1992). These techniques are predicated on establishing strong 

rapport and enabling the interviewer to assist the interviewee in recalling detailed pieces of the memory puzzle 

by framing the sequences, utilizing proper terms associated with the modality cues and not interrupting the 

interviewee. The interviewer often starts by allowing the person to choose how they start and end their story 

before repeating and reflecting back what has been told. Voluminous amounts of research exist on the 

physiological and psychological limits of memory but suffice it to say in summary that what is perceived by the 

person, especially during a critical incident, is how the memory is recorded and is limited by various influences 

such as visual and auditory exclusionary processes. This recorded memory is what the person being 

interviewed believes to be true and should be the basis for the original statement being provided.  

Research has proven that we remember 10% of what we read, 20% of what we hear, 30% of what we see, and 

50% of what we experience. When that experience is a critical incident the emotional nexus associated with 

the memory is also conveyed when recalling what has been recorded. The interviewee will indicate with 

physiological cues the emotional ties to the memory and the interviewer should be able to observe the changes 

in respiration, vocal inflections and changes in the speech patterns. This is enforcing the why they believe their 

memory to be true. The interviewer needs to remain cognizant of what the interviewee feels is at stake during 
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this time for if they are not believed to be telling the truth the consequences of being deceptive in their 

statement carries with it the potential loss of their career. Dr. Paul Ekman (Ekman 1985, 1992) identifies and 

labels a crucial error in perception by the interviewer who may misinterpret the emotional and passionate 

statement being given by the interviewee during this time if it is felt that the interviewer is not believing the 

interviewee. He has termed this the Othello Error in reference to the character in Shakespeare’s play who does 

not believe his wife when she adamantly tries to stress to her husband that she is telling the truth. The stronger 

she tries to convince him the more he believes her to be deceptive. When the interviewee is providing their 

statement from memory regarding a critical incident the interviewer should anticipate that they are being given 

the version of the story that the interviewee believes to be true without assuming that discrepancies which may 

exist on a video are intentional acts of deception. 

“I have a terrible memory so I would make a terrible liar.” 

- Abraham Lincoln 

This author would recommend that the most effective protocol to adopt as a best practices procedure is to 

allow the officer involved in a critical incident to first recall from memory their version of the incident. The 

interviewer, if trained properly, should implement cognitive interviewing techniques if needed to assist in 

retrieving as many details as possible. Any previously written statements or reports by the officer regarding the 

incident should then be reviewed with the confirmatory question asked of the officer if that statement is still true 

and accurate. A review of the video should then be conducted with the understanding that discrepancies may 

exist with the information previously provided by the interviewee. The interviewer should remain cognizant that 

the interviewee’s memory may have been influenced by many sensory exclusions while recording and recalling 

the incident due to the emotional nexus of the experience of a critical incident. The interviewee should be 

allowed to provide any supplemental information and a summary of the interviewee’s involvement should be 

provided to allow for one final, accurate version to be placed on the record regarding the interviewee’s 

statement. While some may not agree with this order of procedures, and some may argue that too much effort 

is being made on behalf of the interviewee, this author believes that a professional investigator will only have 

confidence in the final investigative product if they have in good faith gathered all of the facts.  
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