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DISCLAIMER: This report is for informational purposes only. It is not intended to replace official 

departmental policies. The author does not represent any law enforcement agency named herein, or any 

other city, county, state or federal agency. For any questions about policy, consult your agency. 
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Report writing is one of the most important things you will do as a police officer because incident reports 

and field interview reports are the foundations upon which all criminal cases and law enforcement 

intelligence are built. The information you gather as a police officer might as well not exist if it isn’t 

documented in a report – and documented accurately, completely and neatly. 

 

Sure, writing reports is dull business, but as a police officer, you’re going to spend the next 20 or 30 years 

writing multiple reports every shift, so you might as well get used to it now. This is another area in which 

you will be rated during the field training program, and it’s a skill your squad sergeant will expect you to 

have mastered by the time you join a permanent shift. 

 

Your written reports will be examined every day by your sergeant, the watch commander, the records 

division clerks and probably the department’s crime analysis section, as well. Guaranteed, your reports 

will be kicked back to you for correction if they are incomplete or improperly filled out. And, if that 

happens often enough, you’ll find yourself getting called in on your days off to rewrite sloppy reports or 

may even face written counseling. 

 

Prosecutors and defense attorneys also will be going over your reports line by line, detail by detail as they 

prepare to take criminal cases to court. The strength of your reports can help make a prosecutor’s case 

bulletproof and assure a conviction. Or, if a tough defense attorney gets you on the stand for cross-

examination, a sloppy report can result in one of the most humiliating experiences of your career. 

 

Report writing doesn’t have to leave you frustrated. Just follow the tips below to learn how to easily and 

quickly file your routine reports. 

 

The 6 Steps to a Well-Written Report 

 
 

① WRITE DOWN EVERYTHING 

 

Get yourself a small notebook – the department probably issues them – and a couple of pens and carry 

those items on your person every moment of your shift. Tuck them in a shirt pocket for easy access and 

pull them out every time you encounter a person, property or situation that might be important later. 

 

When you conduct an interview, take careful notes of everything that is said. When you spot a car or a 

person or a house that catches your attention for some reason, write down a thorough description of 

everything you see. When you finish a call for service, immediately take a moment to jot down a record 

of everything that occurred. 

 

In other words, become obsessive about keeping notes. If you do this, you will never find yourself 

wishing you could remember a particular detail because it will be recorded in your notebook. You might 

have an excellent memory, but the brain is a computer – it only holds so much data before some has to be 

deleted to make room for new information. 
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Of course, notes are of no use if you can’t read your own handwriting, so practice taking quick, neat notes 

or take a shorthand writing class at the local community college. It also might be a good idea to invest in a 

pen that can write on damp paper. 

 

② PAY ATTENTION TO THE DETAILS 

 

Your department will have standard forms for writing your reports. There will be boxes and sections for 

every conceivable detail of whatever incident, interview or crash you worked. Some of them are small 

and easy to overlook, so take your time and make sure you fill in every box with the correct information 

from your notebook. 

 

Be careful that you spell names correctly, fill in phone numbers and addresses without transposing digits 

and properly designate the victims, witnesses and suspects. Pay attention to the little details that are easy 

to get mixed up, such as the date or day of the week. 

 

These reports are used to compile the Uniform Crime Report data on your community, and probably also 

are used by your crime analysis section to help street-crime units pinpoint locations and times and days 

where crimes occur for interdiction purposes. That means it is important to get the right information in the 

right boxes. 

 

③ GET THE 5Ws 

 

This is the crucial information that must be in your reports. 

 

Who: The names of the victims, witnesses, suspects and any other person who was on scene or that you 

interviewed in the course of your investigation. In addition to the names, you’ll need to make sure you 

collect their phone numbers, addresses, dates of birth, social security numbers and whatever other details 

will help investigators follow up with them later. Make sure you get accurate contact information for 

every person and include it in the report. 

 

What: This is the type of incident you handled, whether it was a robbery or a traffic crash. In your 

interviews, ask each person what they saw, thought, heard and did, and once you have that information, 

use your training to determine what crime or incident occurred. Don’t guess – keep a copy of the state 

traffic and criminal codes in your unit and consult them, if necessary. Yes, the detectives or prosecutors 

may correct a misclassification later, but it’s a matter of professionalism that you get it right. 

 

When: This is a whole series of specific times – to the minute – that includes time the incident occurred, 

the time it was reported, the time that you were dispatched, the time that you arrived, the times other 

officers or involved individuals got on scene, and the time you cleared the scene. Keep track of each of 

these times in your notebook and make sure you include each one in the report. It is especially important 
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to remember that the time an incident is reported is not always the same as the time it occurred, such as a 

burglary committed while a homeowner is on vacation, but not reported until he returns. 

 

Where: This is the address or location where an incident began, and, if it moved, the routes along which 

it progressed. The location is important to determine because that is where evidence will be gathered and 

witnesses discovered. Detectives have to be able to put a suspect at the location of the crime in order to 

establish probable cause. And, you’ll learn that prosecutors spend a great deal of time going into 

excruciating detail about the “where” during trial because the location of the incident determines what 

laws and courts govern the case. Remember that where a crime is reported may not be the place where it 

actually occurred. 

 

Why: This is the motive for the crime or incident. You may not be able to determine this in great detail – 

and the detectives will do that later – but you your job is to at least collect the basics at the scene. 

Witnesses will describe what led up to the event. For example, if Man A stabbed Man B, the witnesses 

may tell you that B had insulted A’s girlfriend. You always ask why and record the answers in your 

report. 

 

④ PUT IT IN CHRONOLOGICAL ORDER 

 

You aren’t writing a novel, so you don’t have to be creative. The easiest and most logical way to organize 

the narrative portion of your report is to explain things in the order they occurred. 

 

Just remember to report events in the order you witnessed them. You can only attest to what you saw and 

heard, so that’s how you tell it in the report. This will be a chronology of everything that occurs between 

the time you are dispatched and the time you clear the scene. 

 

The narrative portion of your report should be organized like this: 

 

 At 3:45 a.m., I was dispatched to a report of a disturbance at 123 Charter Street… 

 I arrived on scene at 3:48 a.m. and observed two white male subjects in the parking lot of an 

apartment complex… 

 One of the male subjects struck the other in the head with a closed fist… 

 I separated the two subjects… 

 The subjects were identified as… 

 I interviewed Witness No. 1 who stated that… 

 I interviewed Witness No. 2, who stated that… 

 As I approached Subject No. 1 to take his statement, he spontaneously stated… 

 I placed Subject No. 1 into custody and read him the Miranda warning… 

 I placed him into the backseat of my patrol unit… 

 At 4:24 a.m., I departed the scene to transport Subject No. 1 to the Jones County Jail… 
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Note: You will often be dealing with intoxicated people whose stories will ramble all over the place. 

You’ll need to put their statements into logical, chronological order when you paraphrase them for your 

report. 

 

⑤ USE SHORT DECLARATIVE SENTENCES 

 

Again, you aren’t a novelist, so style doesn’t count in your report writing. Use short, simple noun-verb 

declarations and avoid long sentences with subordinate phrases. Describe what you saw, heard and did in 

plain language. “I arrived on scene at 3:48 a.m.” “I took the subject into custody.” “The witnessed state 

that Subject No. 1 struck Subject No. 2.” 

 

Your reports won’t win you any writing awards, but you can be sure they will more than satisfy your 

chain of command and the prosecutors who review the reports. 

 

⑥ CHECK FOR NEATNESS, SPELLING AND GRAMMAR 

 

Typos are one thing, but nothing makes an officer look more unprofessional than badly misspelled words 

or fourth-grade level grammar. The immediate impression a report like that communicates is that the 

writer is ignorant and thus not completely reliable. You won’t advance far in your police career with 

sloppy reports. 

 

If you have trouble with your spelling, buy a little pocket dictionary for $3 or $4 and keep it in your unit. 

When you have any doubt about a word, look it up. Chance are, it will only take one or two times for you 

to remember how to spell it correctly. If grammar is your weakness, get a copy of the “Elements of Style” 

and keep it next to your dictionary. When you can’t remember whether the possessive form of “it” has an 

apostrophe, look it up. 

 

You likely will be going to a department with a paperless report system that allows you to write reports 

on your mobile data unit. However, there are still occasions when you will hand write reports. Take your 

time to make sure you write legibly and neatly – keeping it between the lines, like when you were a kid – 

so that other people can easily read what you have written. 

 

Before turning in your reports, look them over carefully, checking for neatness and spelling and grammar 

errors. If you find a mistake, correct it if there is room. Otherwise, you may need to rewrite the report on a 

fresh copy. Yes, it’s a pain, but it beats having reports sent back to you by the records clerks. 


