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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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For my IA/OPS certification research paper, I chose to discuss the issue related to officers, who have been 

involved in a critical incident, being allowed to review video evidence before completing any required reports or 

making any statements.  This has been a topic of discussion within the ranks of the Columbus, Division of 

Police for a while now.  Our department has utilized cruiser video footage for many years, but the videos were 

limited due to the recording devices being in police cruisers, and policies which required recording only in 

certain incidents.  With the development of Body Worn Cameras, the increase of video being available in more 

instances has reignited the debate.  Let me start by saying that video recording systems do not record at the 

speed of life, but in frames per second. 

Everything we see in a video will not be an exact representation of the real-life event.  Video recording systems 

are also only recording in a fixed direction, typically the direction of the officer’s body, and not necessarily of 

the officer’s head in most cases.  There are also other system limitations which can affect the recording, such 

as, low light or physical confrontations.  The concern has been argued that the reviewing officer will only write 

what he or she sees in the video rather than what they may remember taking place.  When officers remember 

something, they cannot see in the video, because it was not recorded due to positioning or other issues, the 

belief is they will omit what is not on the video so it does not appear as if they are lying.  Of course, what they 

omit could be a vital piece of information in supporting the officer’s action(s) in the incident.   

To avoid this perceived possibility, it is argued that the officer should not review anything before writing a first 

draft.  It is common in an investigation that statements may not match up exactly from people who witnessed 

an event or were involved in the event.  Much of what we say or write is based upon our perception of what 

took place, and everyone’s perceptions in an incident may not be the same.  How we process information in 

real time verses how we process information while watching a video, that we can manipulate, will not be the 

same. 

I have been a technical person for most of my life.  I often encourage the use of technology within the scope of 

our duties, but within reason.  Prior to working in Internal Affairs, I worked in our Technical Services Bureau.  

My duties were to supervise the officers, who were responsible for all the technology we used throughout the 

Division of Police.  I was heavily involved in the procurement of our cruiser video system, and attended training 

courses related to video capture.  What I learned is that all modern digital video footage is encoded using 

various forms of compression, which is a process that reduces the size of the video data. The issue with 

compression and frame rates per second, which is how fast the video is recorded, is that the video recorder 
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may appear to have recorded in a continuous fashion, but there are gaps in the recording.  These gaps can 

change how something appears.   

When the speed of real life is not recorded at the same speed of real life, images are dropped but gaps are not 

immediately obvious.  There are sophisticated forensic techniques that can be utilized to identify the reliable 

video information from the gaps.  We are currently investigating a use of force, by one of our officers, that looks 

bad at first glance, but has had multiple opinions about what the citizen iPhone video shows the officer doing.  

In this investigation, it is critical to determine if the officer is applying a kick to the head of a combative subject 

or a kick to the shoulder.  Some may say the video is conclusive proof, while others disagree.  The issue then 

becomes what the officer himself believes he did verses what he believes he sees himself doing after 

reviewing a video.  This officer could easily misinterpret the video of his use of force, and to avoid the 

appearance of lying, he could be persuaded to change his memory to accommodate what the video is 

perceived to show. 

I do not personally have an issue with reviewing video, but I believe it should be done after the officer has 

completed their official report or statement.  If the officer has a good leader, who can review the video and the 

officer’s report with the officer, then any apparent discrepancies could be dealt with.  The leader or supervisor 

could also take the opportunity to tell the officer that their recollection of the event and the video of the event 

might not be identical, but that should not cause them to change their report or statement.  If we are going to 

be transparent and truthful then our transparency and truth should be born from our memory of what took place 

and not our review of video evidence alone, unless there was a directed effort to be untruthful in the first place.    
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