
Ethics and Professional Obligations 
 

None of the information presented below or in this book is to be construed as legal advice.  It is 

every professional investigator‟s responsibility to research, know and abide by all statutes, 

codes, laws, policies, rules and professional ethics. Please consult an experienced attorney for 

any legal advice. 
 

 First – it is very important to keep in mind that although a source (i.e credit bureau) may be 

legal in your use – the method, premise or pretext may not be.  This, as a result, can nullify 

your case in court and cause a great deal of legal problems for you, your client and parties to 

the action. 

 Second – You will not learn anything that I will did not do myself or that will jeopardize you, 

our profession or your client. Everything here is or has been used by me – but please check 

your state statutes and any regulations that oversee our profession and these activities.  The 

law changes daily! 

 Third - there are private industry groups that oversee the resources and databases used and 

recommended. These groups require adherence to the law and their regulations, which can 

sometimes be more restricting. 

 Finally – nothing speaks louder, or can have more consequences, than actions.  Analyze your 

client, the case, subject and your entire investigation from all of these perspectives, and the 

courts.  It will may you both successful and responsible. 

 

We have a responsibility to our businesses, professions, clients, and even the subjects, to use 

self-regulating rules that go beyond the requirements of the law.  Ethics are so important to our 

profession, that this revision begins with a new chapter on ethics. 

 

Keep one unwritten rule in mind – be sure of your client and the purpose – do not jeopardize any 

parties to the investigation, even the subject, to harm; or exceed your legal authority and 

permitted purposes. These last two items alone are the primary causes of the restrictions the 

investigative profession continues to face daily. 



INTRODUCTION 
 

This book is a revision of my first book, self-published, entitled „Professional Locate 

Investigations‟.  That book started out as a „Skip Trace Seminar on CD‟ that I made available 

only to licensed or registered professional private investigators.  It was my „going away gift‟ to 

this profession that raised a family, as I was retiring from the private sector and working at a 

coroner/medical examiner office as a deputy coroner and medicolegal death investigator.  Thre 

are three significant differences between the first book and this book (other than no hardcopy 

will be printed):  1) There are no specific resources or data services provided – they change often 

and all have different pros and cons; 2) No specific laws or regulations are provided – again, they 

change often and each investigator and reader of this book is solely responsible for that 

knowledge; and 3) I have included a section of templates that is also linked to a site you can 

download those templates from. 

 

I returned to the private sector in 2008, and with my wife we exclusively provide Expert 

Consultations and Legal Investigations of Personal Injury, Negligence and Death in Civil, 

Criminal and Probate litigation.  We provide full civil and criminal investigations, critical case 

analysis and related consultation and investigation services. 

 

Upon returning to the private sector it was time to renew old friendships and relationships, as 

well as begin new ones.  I think Karen and I have accomplished this as our work comes from all 

over the country, from colleagues, attorneys, and families.  Our work is primarily with other 

investigators, „Together We‟re Better‟ is our motto for our business and this profession. 

 

In 2011 my second boo, „Practical Methods for Legal Investigations:  Concepts and Protocols in 

Civil and Criminal Cases‟ was published by CRC Press 

(www.PracticalMethodsForLegalInvestigations.com).  That was quite an experience and I am 

looking forward to a second book, co-authored with Karen, and the revision of that book as many 

ideas have flowed in just one year.  Karen and I have co-developed an online continuing 

education course, „Death Investigations for Private Investigators‟ 

(www.MedicolegalDeathInvestigations.com) for our good friend, Scott Harrell at 

www.PIEducation.com.  We have another course in development and have partnered with two 

online distance learning programs.  One is again with Scott, his „Become A Private Investigator‟ 

(http://pitraining.forensic-investigators.com) and our friends at S2 Safety & Intelligence Institute 

for law enforcement, private sector, public safety and security personnel continuing education 

(http://s2institute.forensic-investigators.com).  This book is a primer of the basics of many 

investigations, and, if you think outside the box, will be a guide for many investigations.  

Education and training are important, and often a requirement for both private and public sector 

licenses and certifications.  More important, it should be a self-requirement that benefits both 

you and your clients.  If you are interested in onsite death investigation and injury causation 

seminars, please contact us and visit www.PrivateInvestigations.org for updated details.  
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Over the past nearly 25 years I have often been asked how I got started in his business and the 

experience I had. That is a popular question of every investigator.  The simple answer is none. I 

did dabble a bit while in junior high and high school (my first resources were a cross reference 

directory and the telephone), but I had no real experience, background or schooling. It was often 

assumed, and asked, if I have had any law enforcement experience – the answer is no.   You have 

picked up this book (or more accurately, downloaded it) and that is your first step to success! 

 

My experience as a business owner was the same - none. The truth is I jumped right in to it, with 

only my determination and natural talent to work with. I do owe a great deal of thanks to family 

and friends, who all knew I would succeed and excel, but especially my wife, who “forced” me 

to become a “PI” and pursue my talents, not just a “Process Server”. That was when we met in 

1991 and I started my agency in October of 1987. 

 

Why did I choose to become a PI? The truth is I was tired of my job at a local grocery store and I 

wanted a professional career. I literally opened the yellow pages up to find a new career and I 

stopped at the “D”s when I saw “Detectives”. I called the four agencies that were listed at the 

time and was interviewed by one, but not hired. When that happened, I decided I would just start 

my own agency. I got some friendly advice from an attorney and did some legal research, printed 

some brochures on an old word processor and visited every law office in town. The irony is that 

there is no longer a “Detectives” listing in the book, just “Investigators” – who knows what I 

would have found before the “I”s! There are only two of the original four investigators left (one 

of them is the one I interviewed with), but many new ones come and go every year. Since I had 

already been conducting skip traces for friends and family, and as I added new clients, the skills 

were already there. I have, of course developed quite a few tricks in locating individuals, 

especially the more difficult subjects. 

 

My goal for this book, and all Karen and I do with our articles, books, courses and social 

networking, is to do what was not done for me when I started – sharing useful and valuable 

information that will benefit you as a professional. There are many things you will find here, and 

I repeat the important stuff; likewise, there are also any things you will not find here. I have not 

included directories of every agency, records clerk or database, or even a bunch of forms.  I do 

not think it is worth repeating what others before me have done so well with; or, include the 

forms and charts that you can easily find in other reference books or a quick search on the 

Internet. 

 

As you will learn, or may already know, investigations are ever evolving and changing.  There 

are various specialties and sub-specialties. For example, one of the sub-specialties is Internet 

Profiling and Email Tracing. This specialty and skip tracing are almost interchangeable – they 

can help each other, yet they are separate. There are qualified investigators that can offer an 

excellent working knowledge of this and other areas that I cannot cover in this book. 



WHAT YOU WILL LEARN 
 

As with any skill, learning to skip-trace is an everyday experience. There are changes every day 

– statutes, resources, and scenarios – there is always something different and always something 

to learn. 

 

As of 2006 I had conducted over 1,000 locate investigations (95% success rate), served over 

25,000 legal pleadings (85% success rate) and hundreds of background and liability/asset 

investigations – all using the various refined skills and techniques I present in this book.  It many 

ways investigations are going backwards – the old-fashioned pavement pounding is what is 

working best again. 

 

I cannot possibly teach you everything I know, we all forget more than we remember, and I 

certainly cannot possibly teach you everything there is to know. I guarantee that you will learn 

enough new skills and techniques to increase your success and profits (Bonus Articles), and even 

lower your cost-per-case. What I will show you are: 

 New skills in locate and background resources 

 New skills in locating records from those resources 

 New skills in locating information from those records 

 New skills in conducting locate investigations, and background checks &investigations 

 

I am not familiar with the statutes or regulations of all 50 states, or your specific locale. I am 

familiar with what is not acceptable or legal in a general sense and have included applicable 

information from the Fair Credit Reporting Act [FCRA], Fair Debt Collection Practices Act 

[FDCPA], Individual Reference Services Group [IRSG], and Common Permitted Uses. You will 

not learn anything that I will not do myself or that will jeopardize you, our profession or your 

client. Everything here is or has been used by me – but you must check your state statutes and 

any regulations that oversee our profession and these activities. 

 

Finally, if you are worried about the very target I am teaching how to find becoming familiar 

with these techniques – trust me, they already are and you are reading this book to try and get 

one step ahead of them.  As my wife would describe me working a case – I was like a bulldog 

and would not let go until my subject was located.  I was always looking for ways to outsmart 

them (some are in the „Scenarios‟ presented in this book).  You must be smarter and wiser, and 

think as they do.  I am a strong advocate for protecting the common person.  Investigations are 

different now from every decade since Al Pinkerton and Sherlock Holmes – but they were 

innovative, intelligent and determined.  You need to be the same. 

 

Best wishes and happy hunting…let us begin. 

 

Sincerely,  

Dean A. Beers, CLI, CCDI / Expert Consultant 

Board Certified Legal Investigator 

Board Certified Criminal Defense Investigator 

Certified Death Investigator 
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SKIP TRACING 
 

Finding someone for any of a number of reasons. These may be witnesses, deadbeat parents, 

debtors, lost loves, friends and relatives. 

 

Locating a lost friend may be as simple as calling directory assistance where he or she used to 

live or using any number of online resources. These resources may not produce them directly, 

but may produce leads, and with a little more research, may locate the friend. Locating a debtor 

or deadbeat parent may prove just as easy, but is usually more difficult. Our special resources, 

knowledge and abilities are usually the case breakers in these instances. 

 

Many people are already aware of the common resources that are available, but overlooked. It is 

still amazing how many people are found using free online resources, the telephone book, or 

calling directory assistance; after the client overlooks these sources. Various public and private 

records, (now often computerized) including court files, property records, credit headers and 

motor vehicle records can be great sources of information. It is important to search a source, 

verify the information, follow-up that information and then search another source. Follow these 

steps until the subject is located or all of the sources and leads have been exhausted. 

 

As an investigator, the resources available and used are numerous and often these resources are 

exclusive only to investigators and are always valuable. The various ways to access and search 

records, has increased both the amount of sources and the amount of inaccurate information. 

When a locate investigation is performed it involves finding the data and then sorting the 

accurate records from a mixed bag of inaccurate records. An investigator needs as much 

information as possible to assist in both finding the individual and verifying any results. It is rare 

that only a few telephone calls or keystrokes are all it takes to locate someone. Experience tells 

an investigator where and how to look and what resources to use. 

 

Several services advertise nationwide searches and charge a fee ranging from $60 to $100 

purporting to locate anyone. This is usually no more than a printout of inexpensive online 

resources and providing a report (often provided by the database service) of unconfirmed 

information.  That is a RECORDS CHECK, not an investigation.  Professional investigators are 

responsible for conducting and completing investigations. We have conducted several 

investigations that originated with only records checks, or a paralegal printing out a simple 

online search. All have been verified successful and all for considerably less than the $500-

$1,000 that was invested by the client before our taking the case. 

 

I am often called by other investigators, database providers and other resources to test run new 

products and services.  One of my recent favorites was a new database company that many 

investigators had begun talking about, but not in a very positive way.  The reason?  They were 

not getting straight answers from the sales representative.  Why?  They were SALES 

representatives, not investigators. First piece of advise, use a service that your colleagues have 

tried, tested and believe in.  Second piece of advise, don‟t use a service that does not have 

experiences INVESTIGATORS on staff.  So, I was contacted by a sales representative and 

happen to have the rare locate investigation on my desk (we rarely conduct these investigations 

in our present cases, decedents and victims of traumatic injuries).  It was a difficult case and I 



had it sitting, waiting for a good reason to open it back up.  He offered to run many searches, for 

free.  He did a few and gave me addresses that I had verified as invalid. He insisted that his 

„system‟ showed the address as current.  So, I explained to him, as you will learn in this book, 

that someone looking for my subject had used a reverse address search – when this is done that 

address shows as „current‟ as of the date of that request (FYI – all of your searches are tracked, 

and this is what we call a „clue‟ that they are).  He liked that and promised to keep that 

information handy.  So, he moved onto another search, resulting in another address and 

promising to be „current‟.  My first question to him was, how could he show to „current‟ 

addresses (in different states)?  He had no answer.  My answer, I knew my subject was a college 

student, but he had dropped out of that university.  Trust you skills, knowledge, training and 

experience…and your instincts, but never a sales person…they sell, you investigate.  This book 

is expanded to include background checks and investigations.  Could you imagine submitting a 

background report of unverified information that this sales representative pushed as „current‟? 

 

Almost any locate assignment, and all background investigations, can be successfully completed, 

provided enough of the variables are met: 

1. Sufficient subject data. 

2. Sufficient and proper use of the resources and necessary follow-up activity. 

3. Sufficient available time is provided. 

4. Sufficient funds allowed. 



BEFORE GETTING STARTED 
 

This book is entitled „Professional Locate and Background Checks & Investigations‟ for two 

reasons: 1) If you can conduct a locate investigation, the background investigation will be a 

natural extension; and 2) I have expanded the chapter on Background Investigations.  Please 

consider all of the tips and advise that focus on locating an individual, and apply that to the 

background investigation.  You know where your subject is, you just need to determine where 

they have resided and conduct a thorough records check and verification for those jurisdictions.  

Instead of find a current address, which you have, you are finding historical addresses.  The 

chapter on Background Investigations will cover the various records and methodologies specific 

to these assignments. 

  

Excluding witnesses, information comes from only two different sources, public and private 

records. How this information is disseminated and later retrieved is what usually becomes the 

area of confusion and disillusionment. Public records are simply records that are collected, 

maintained and provided by various agencies for public use and knowledge. Private records are 

those that are maintained by individuals, businesses and agencies. These are generally not meant 

for public view or use, and if so, only on a limited basis. 

 

Examples of public records are your property records and driver's license. Private records would 

be your credit history and job application. Everything is a record and creates the paper trail, or 

map, you will follow to your subject. How that record is maintained, stored and possibly 

disseminated, varies and influences the accuracy of the information. Any record that is kept or 

provided is only as good as the chain of events involved. Remember: Garbage In Is Garbage Out. 

 

At the beginning is the person that provides the information. If they lie or fail to provide accurate 

information, then the information you have received is also inaccurate. Have you ever fibbed just 

a little on your credit or job application? The next link is the person recording the information. 

Any typos, misprints or other related mistakes also affect your record. We have all seen these 

mistakes on our credit histories. Following this would be the method of updating and record 

storage. Your record is only as accurate as the frequency of updates. Some records are never 

updated. How often have you called a number in the telephone book, or online, to find it 

disconnected? If the number (or address) is in the book, or online, it should be current, right – is 

the book or online resource even current? Finally, what about the provider of the information? Is 

the provider primary (the original record holder), secondary (bought the information from a 

primary record holder) or is the provider even more removed from the original record holder, 

such as an information broker? The telephone book is a secondary repository of information. 

Traditional "Directory Assistance" is a primary repository and distributor. (at least until recently, 

when many companies got into the Directory Assistance business. Many still link directly to the 

RBOC (Regional Bell Operating Companies); others have resorted to CDs and other cheaper and 

less accurate sources). Last would be the retriever of the record. Did they have accurate retrieval 

information and were they knowledgeable in how to obtain and verify the information? 

  

Anybody can find information and present it to you, but can you rely on it (see my sales 

representative example, above)? Any error in this chain of record keeping will impact your 

ability to search the records, as well as the accuracy of the record and ultimately your 



investigation and findings. I do not recommend using information brokers – today‟s resources 

have all but eliminated the need and associated high costs. Learning these resources and skills 

yourself is a must. 

 

What about databases – did I use them? Absolutely – but not exclusively. If done properly they 

can save time and money. I primarily did difficult child support and civil debtor locates, so 

databases usually had outdated data – but they had information, which turns into leads and leads 

will eventually become results. 

 

First, use the obvious – directory assistance, change of address (tips), vehicles, anything most 

people have. From this point, I proceed to using databases of both public and private records. 

First use whatever is free or paid for (flat rate databases are the best) and work from the obvious 

to obscure and free to cost. You should have a detailed sheet that you begin and continue every 

investigation. It should list every database you use, searches and costs. This is used primarily to 

stay organized, but it is also valuable for following up leads. Each case is different, so you may 

not begin or use all of my databases the same way each time.  A sample template is included in 

the Forms and Resources chapter, and is linked to a downloadable template online. 

 

With each search print the record and make notes on the record and detail sheet of the findings, 

relevancy and how current it is. This saves duplicate searches, wasted time and money. With 

each record, simply follow the lead through its logical steps, doing this until I have hit a dead-

end, new lead or a positive conclusion. 

 

One of the beauties of databases, with the right company, is the wildcard search. These can be 

used with partial names, addresses, and birth dates – anything that can be manipulated to produce 

a record.  Uses include females that change names for marital purposes, common names, and 

relatives – databases can help produce a variety of leads where none may have thought to exist. 

 

Databases vary in costs, even for the same record. For example, a credit header (SSN traces) can 

be as low as twenty-five cents and as high as $20. The cost depends on the source:  primary 

source (i.e. credit bureau) or secondary source (i.e. information provider or database). Costs that 

are often associated with databases and that affect the true cost are sign-up fees, monthly fees, 

minimum charges, and per record fees; none that I am aware of have connect time charges from 

the days of dialing into their servers. A few databases may charge any or all of these "add on" 

fees. With the exception of being credited for the monthly fee to searches, I advise against 

paying any of these. Flat fee searching – you pay a monthly fee for unlimited access, searches 

and records – , may also be high, but low-cost to you if your volume is high. 

 

Benefits of databases are that you may be able to obtain multiple records for a subject and from 

multiple jurisdictions, often at a smaller fee than doing multiple name searches or in multiple 

jurisdictions. After the information is received, it is usually a simple and inexpensive task to 

verify any relevant information through a primary source or provider of primary source 

information. 

 

As with all investigations, your final steps are to review your documentation and evidence, and 

follow-up any new leads until you have either located the subject or exhausted all of your efforts 



and leads. This is one of the most important rules of all investigative processes! Only careful 

planning and quality investigative work will produce positive results for both you and your 

client. Verify and re-verify your data – it will save both time and money. 

 

What resources are available and what is right for you? The answer depends on your needs, what 

information and resources are available, and the costs versus your budget. As I said before, all 

records begin somewhere. What you can obtain, how much you pay and how accurate the 

information is are the primary concerns. 

 

One of the things to consider is the ability to search records without having it traced immediately 

back to you by the subject; however, understand that all database companies track your inquiries 

and all public records requests are…also public record. Credit bureaus track all searches in the 

“inquiry” section of a credit report – even address/SSN searches. This can be traced back to you. 

  



PREPARE INQUIRE ANALYZE DOCUMENT REPORT 

  



GETTING STARTED 
 

As covered in the Ethics chapter, it is very important to keep in mind that although a source 

(trapline, credit bureau, etc.) may be legal in your use – the method, premise or pretext may not 

be. This, as a result, can nullify your case in court and cause a great deal of legal problems for 

you, your client and parties to the action. Also, have all necessary releases (particularlyyou‟re 

your background investigations).  Second, let us assume that your subject is not deceased – this 

logical step, if you are not already positive, would be to check one of the many sources available 

to determine if your subject is deceased. 

 

Any investigation can be as complicated and varied as the subjects themselves can. Therefore, it 

is necessary to understand the methods the subject uses to hide and how they relate to the 

discovery of records – ultimately finding the subject. It is also best to use experience and 

judgment in determining the direction to take. Remember, the goal is to verify the location of the 

subject as cost-effectively as possible, while still being as practical and thorough as possible. 

 

Your investigative success is directly proportional to the skills you develop, as well as the 

amount and integrity of the information available to you. Aside from the necessary addresses, 

employment/business data and other vital identifying information (i.e. SSN and birth date), it is 

useful and often necessary to have material and information that indicates the subject's interests, 

hobbies, financial goals, and similar traits. This will assist you in determining where and how to 

begin the investigation; ultimately how to make the information as beneficial to the case as 

possible. 

 

Information can typically be found hidden among various public and private records – including 

the many databases available to us records.  These include: 

 Prison Records 

 Civil and Criminal Records 

 Credit Bureau Headers (by name, address or SSN – my recommendations) 

 Business Name Filings (dba and corporation) 

 Campaign Donations 

 Marriage and Divorce Records 

 Professional Licensing 

 Voter Registration Records 

 Bankruptcy and other Federal Court Records 

 UCC Filings (state and county) 

 Real Property Records 

 County Recordings (deeds, judgments, etc.) 

 Postal and Non-Postal Address Changes 

 

Contacting family members, friends and relatives is usually a wealth of data.  Many investigators 

overlook checking prison and jail records (and associated visitor logs – a wealth of data). Your 

subject may have been recently sentenced or arrested – not only do you know where he is, but 

related court records may produce additional information. Aside from this, where are many of 

my subjects found? Listed with an online  or phone book resource! Okay, they are not always 

listed by name – sometimes by initials, or via spouses, relatives or roommates. Start all of your 



investigations with the phone book or similar online resource, and it is more current and up-to-

date parent – directory assistance. Given that this may fail you, we will look at other basic and 

special tips and tricks. 

 

Various public and private records, including court files, property records and motor vehicle 

records can be great sources of information. It is important to search a source, verify the 

information, follow-up the information and then search another source. Do this until the subject 

is found or all of the sources and leads have been exhausted. 



THE PAPER TRAIL 
 

Your investigation is simply uncovering and following a paper trail, or following a map.  Finding 

leads and details within your paper trail – or finding directions for your map, is another key to 

your success. 

 

My first bit of advice is simple – do not forget about applications (although with privacy 

protection, these handy documents are becoming either restricted or redacted to the point of near 

useless…but not completel). This is where every paper trail starts. There cannot be a license, 

permit or loan, without an application.  Nearly everything has an application that preceded it: 

 Driver‟s licenses 

 Home or Auto loan 

 Marriage license 

 Alarm system monitoring 

 Building permits 

 Voter registration 

 

Everyone remembers to look at the record, license or permit – but many forget about the 

application. The record will have information – but the application will have a wealth of 

information, most of which will not be found anywhere else. Only basic information makes it to 

a database; rarely does all of the information provided on the application make it to a reselling 

vendor. On applications, you will find names, references, witnesses, personal data, personal 

history, addresses, telephone numbers, etc.  Second, every document is different – even those 

from the same primary source. For example, there may be two sources for a common record (i.e. 

voter registration) record – public (direct at the registrar‟s) and private (magnetic tape 

purchase/database). This is the same record – but not everything is available on the database 

record; and of course, neither record will have as much information as the application. For 

example, a private record may not have a social security number or telephone number, whereas 

the public record (and certainly the application) may. Cover as many different possibilities as 

you can. Try to search at least two of every kind of record you can.  There are times when using 

various search techniques (i.e. wildcards) will develop a record, telling you what application to 

look for. 

 

Another concern is errors. As I mentioned before, there are errors in records – even those directly 

from the primary source. Spelling, typos and numeric errors are common in databases. What 

should be easier to locate using a database, and wildcards, may be difficult or unfound due to 

these common errors. For example, my marriage license is found at the Clerk & Recorder‟s 

office; however, unless you use my wife‟s former name (or a combination of our surnames, not 

available in many databases) to search a popular database, you will not find my marriage in a 

private database.  You will find it in the public record.  Why is this?  Because there is a typo of 

my first name in the computer files at the Clerk & Recorder‟s office, but not on the application. 

 

Finally, look for clues in your documents. The more information found in a document, the more 

leads that can be researched. I have mentioned that applications have more leads then licenses or 

database records, but there are plenty of leads in databases – especially if it is all you have (i.e. 

credit reports or headers). A partial address in a report is not a dead-end - it is another lead. For 



example, a partial address (or numeric only street address) can be used in certain databases to 

bring up a list of possibilities, or the partial address may be found completed in another 

document or record. A different address or telephone number may be a relative, employment or 

old data.  Regardless, it is something to follow through. Old addresses have neighbors and new 

residents (even property owners); old telephone numbers may really belong to a friend or 

relative. As long as there is information unchecked, there is a lead to follow. 



PUBLIC RECORDS 
 

Keep a reference list of available public records and places you frequently contact. This should 

include contact names, address, and phone & fax numbers, what to look for and where to find 

them.  This will save time, money and ensure that you are being thorough. There are many useful 

public records – not because of what they were meant to provide, but because of the additional 

information they contain. As I mentioned before, be sure and look for applications, not just 

records or licenses. Applications have a great deal more information; and public records always 

have more information than the same records culled from private databases. 

 

When checking public records it is very important to search using all name variations, spouses, 

addresses and other data. Checking all manners of document types and locations is very 

important. For example, voter records are often checked only in current records, but cancelled 

and purged records may provide useful information – although not necessarily a current address, 

but information that may assist further in your investigation. 

 

I have previously mentioned the importance in checking all public records – most are free and 

can be done over the telephone or even via the Internet. Check with any government agency for 

their website information. Many states, counties and cities have vanity domain names, and many 

agencies also do.  There still remains the default standard address formats: 

 State: www.state.xx.us (where xx is the two letter postal abbreviation) 

 County: www.co.?????.xx.us (where ????? is the county name) 

 City: www.ci.!!!!!.xx.us (where !!!!! is the city name) 

 

To get an in-depth look at public records you may still need to make a trip to that office and 

check the actual applications (or have them faxed to your office), a very important tool in finding 

additional information that will not be found elsewhere. 

 

EXAMPLES OF WHAT CAN BE FOUND IN PUBLIC RECORDS 

 Marriage Licenses – Full Name, Former Names, Addresses, Spouse (and maiden name), 

Birth date, SSN, Address of Wedding, County of Wedding, Date of Wedding, Wedding 

Official, Witnesses, Family Members, Previous Marriages and Divorces (with locations). It is 

important to look not just for the license, but an application. These contain more information 

and the marriage may not have actually taken place. As is commonly known, Las Vegas is 

the hotspot of quick weddings and a search can be done online at 

http://www.co.clark.nv.us/recorder. 

 Court Records – Probate, Domestic, Traffic, Civil, Criminal, Bankruptcy, etc. Check upper 

and lower level courts, municipal or township courts and federal courts. From these records, 

you will find Addresses, Personal Data, Attorney Names and Addresses, Relatives, Phone 

Numbers, Employment, Vehicle Information, Other Filings and other very useful and 

overlooked information. 

 Recorded Documents – Notary Name and Address, Document Preparer, Addresses, Spouses, 

Business Partners, Creditors, Debtors, Property Owned, UCCs, Tax Liens, Marriage 

Licenses, Deeds and other documents. 

 Property Records – Deed Dates, Deed Transfers, Landlords, Tenants, Business Partners, 

http://www.co.clark.nv.us/recorder


Spouse, Mailing Address (PO Box), Other Addresses, Other Owners, Mortgage Holder and 

other useful information. 

 UCC – Secured Party, Debtor, Address, Businesses, Partners, Spouse and other contacts. 

 Voter Registration Records – Current and Previous Addresses, Phone Number, Mailing 

Address, Spouse, Birth date, SSN and other personal data. 

 Motor Vehicle Records – Addresses, Residents, Relatives, Spouses, Lien Holder, Dealership, 

Mailing Address, Vehicle History. 



INVESTIGATIVE TIPS 

AND TECHNIQUES 
 

All of the resources available to us are only as good as the information within, the information 

we have, and the knowledge we have to put it together. Sometimes this is not enough, and a few 

tricks are necessary to make better use of our resources and information we have. Following are 

some of the things I do to expand my capabilities and success. Locating or contacting current and 

former associates of the subject can conclude many of the toughest cases. The subject may be 

hiding their whereabouts, but often has not considered hiding the whereabouts of a spouse or 

girlfriend/boyfriend. 

 

Remember, someone knows how to contact the subject, or may be residing with them; finding 

that person may be the key, especially if the subject moves often.  Now that your plan is nearly 

complete, you need only to: 1). Get all the needed information; and 2). Find your subject. Even if 

finding your subject is simple, you will still need to verify this new data; and having the personal 

identifiers is usually the key to verifying your data. 

 

Remember, personal identifiers consist of a full name, birth date, social security number and last 

address (or address history). Other useful information sources are telephone numbers and 

residents or neighbors of last addresses. 

 

When searching databases it is best to first use information you know to be accurate, and then 

use more obscure information or “hunches” as search criteria. This will be more effective and cut 

down on your overall costs and the need to verify records that do not match your subject 

completely. In addition, start your searches more focused (full names or birth dates) and then use 

broader terms (first name only or age range) to search. If the first round of searches did not 

produce a record (current or recent), this will surely produce some records and leads. 

 

Use all the search parameters possible – name only, social security number only, address only; 

and then any combination of these. Limiting yourself to just one search parameter is limiting the 

returned records, and of course your chances of success. Using the name only search will 

produce more than the social security number or address searches; using a social security number 

search will produce more than the name only or address searches; and using the address search 

will produce more than the name or social security number only searches. 

 

Finally, check and re-check every lead you develop. For each telephone number you find – call it 

and see if it is disconnected or how it is answered. Often times calling when an answering 

machine or voicemail is likely to answer may produce additional information, such as an 

announcement of family member names and alternate contact information.  In fact, if your 

subject has a cell phone (and who doesn‟t), there are online services you can use that will 

discreetly call the subject‟s voicemail and provide you a recording of their greeting. In addition, 

a disconnected telephone number is not a sour lead – reverse it and see where it went. Check that 

information (names and addresses) for additional information. For each new address, search it 

with your available resources. Do the same for any proper names and alias/nicknames you may 

find. Think about it - how many people tell you a person‟s name, but have never known their 

proper name until you found it? 



 

 NAME First, middle and last – sometimes followed by a suffix (jr., III, etc.). 

Nicknames (Jack for John, Liz for Elizabeth, etc.), variations (John or Jonathon), use of 

middle names first – or first and middle (John-David, or David), hyphenated names (Smith, 

Jones or Smith-Jones). 

 

If you are only given a name to begin your search, you need to start by interviewing your client 

and reviewing any documentation available. Often times a name only is the result of a co-signor, 

witness statement, accident report or your client not considering the value of additional 

information. You should be able to find additional information, such as city and state, possible 

ZIP code, middle names and suffixes, age range or birth date and social security numbers. This 

information will get you a little farther in your investigation. 

 

At the very least, nearly every database, public and private record is indexed by name. Your 

search capabilities and the parameters are truly endless and completely up to your imagination, 

together with what is ultimately available to you.  Searching any record system without a means 

to focus the results is a daunting task and generally defeating. Narrowing this down to a more 

manageable set of leads is the primary goal. 

 

The first step is the telephone book or directory assistance. You are looking for nicknames, 

initials, alternate (i.e. middle) names, relatives and spouses. Having the ability to perform 

different searches and make a printout is very helpful, and unlike directory assistance or the 

telephone book, some non-published information may be found and the search parameters can be 

broader, including metro area searches. Even a ZIP code and no street address is a start and can 

be very helpful. At the least, telephone companies assign telephone numbers (pre-fixes) based on 

a particular area of the city. 

 

Public records, being so vast, are best searched only with information that will help you focus 

your search. Property records, recorded documents, UCCs, marriage and divorce, court, vehicle, 

driving record, voter records, parking citations, building permits, college admissions, prison and 

jail records, police contact records, home/business alarm registrations, obituaries – are just a few 

of the common records to search. Some will require additional information and all may have 

information to work with. 

 

 BIRTH DATE Month, Date and Year of birth. 

  

If you have a birth date or age range, this will help you focus your search and find new leads. It 

is best to at least the "personal identifiers" to combine with your name searches.  Most 

government databases use a name and birth date search combination as the minimum search 

criteria.  There are specific databases and public records that are searchable by name and birth 

date (or age range). DNIS is the most versatile; Flat Rate Info and Merlin and a few others have 

similar capabilities, but not as many or as strong. 

 

DNIS will allow you to search by first and/or last name (great for females and married names), 

with a birth date or age range. You can further narrow your search by sex and city, state or zip 

code. You pay for the initial search and viewed records, so it will cost less to start with a broad 



search (unless you are positive of the city, state or zip code).  Flat Rate/Merlin will allow you to 

search by first and/or last name, with the month and year of birth. You cannot focus your search 

query any further than by including a city – which may be too focused (but helpful for additional 

leads). This produces many records and may be difficult to narrow down without a middle 

name/initial when viewing the records. 

 

There are not as many public records that can be searched with a name and birth date or age 

range. Driving records are often indexed using the full name and birth date.  Voter records, 

marriage and divorce records, court records and other criminal records are often indexed using a 

birth date, and may often require one. 

 

 SOCIAL SECURITY NUMBER (SSN) Numeric personal identifier intended to be unique 

to each individual. Dissected the number indicates the state and year(s) the particular 

number was issued. 

  

Since the ability to locate someone using databases, the social security number has been the most 

common method of starting . If you do have a social security number start here and work with 

any leads developed. If you do not have a social security number use the name, name & DOB or 

address methods to obtain one. Over the years two things have happened to make using this 

method harder and less accurate: 1) The subjects are getting smarter and are not using credit (the 

most common source of information; and 2) This source is getting dried up. 

 

Our subjects are getting smarter – which is why I started this by telling you to realize the means 

many will use to evade you and being located. They have caught on to the many tricks we use to 

locate them and have simply done less that puts there information as part of any public records, 

credit and avoid putting items in their names. 

 

Our access to information using or containing social security numbers is constantly under attack 

– by Congress the Federal Trade Commission, privacy advocates and similar groups (your state 

and national associations are your legislative watchdogs – join and support them). We are facing 

records with truncated or no social security numbers and the inability to use social security 

numbers as search criteria. There will soon come a time that this method of searching will not be 

possible and learning new methods, including the methods before the advent of databases, is 

important in advancing our skills and subsequent success. 

 

You can generally use a social security number to verify an individual is the subject – but begin 

adapting to not using a social security number as a locate tool. Adapting to using middle 

names/initials and birth dates/ages as verification and locate tools is a must skill to learn and 

adapt your resources to. 

 

There are many possibilities that can still be used if you have a social security number.  The 

private databases that have or use social security numbers are the credit bureaus (credit headers) 

and related sources. Many database providers are developing proprietary databases utilizing 

social security numbers found in public records. Flat Rate Info has added a similar database to 

their service. Records returned are the reported users of that number, and any addresses 

associated. You will also find names and name variations (typos, aliases, married names, maiden 



names, etc.) in the records. Verifying and eliminating information is the next step and is done 

using the other information you have obtained. 

 

Public records that use or have social security numbers include: driving records, voter records, 

marriage and divorce records, criminal records, utilities and other records using this as a key 

identifier. 

 

 LAST ADDRESS/ADDRESS HISTORY Any previous address of the subject – mailing 

(PO Box or mail center) or physical address. 

  

If you were not initially provided any past addresses, you should have some following the 

previous steps . In the process, you should have a list of potential addresses, as well as eliminated 

some based on other information. 

 

Always submit a change of address request with the post office for every address you have. It is 

free and you can fax or mail them (having a return toll-free fax number expedites the process). 

This request does require a permissible purpose and form (see the Forms and Resources chapter). 

Permissible purposes are service of process, court order, subpoena or a court action – assuming 

you are not a law enforcement officer. It may help to speak with the mail carrier directly, as they 

often times have information that can be useful. 

 

In processing your requests, keep in mind that the post office does not have a database of 

delivery addresses and associated individuals. They are required, by law, to deliver every mail 

piece as addressed, unless instructed to do differently – such as a forwarding order request. If the 

carrier does not know your subject or the forwarding order has expired, you may receive your 

request back marked with “Will Deliver as Addressed”, or similar language. This is not a 

verification that the subject resides at the address; only that there is no forwarding order and that 

mail delivery would be attempted. You will need to verify this information independently. 

 

If the post office cannot help, or you do not have a permissible purpose there are other options. 

One is to contact an agency licensed by the postal service to process NCOA or National Change 

of Address updates. This is usually overnight, but often requires an input of 100 or more records, 

with costs starting at $1 per record ($100 minimum) per batch request. It is updated daily and is 

returned overnight – it beats the post office if you have the volume. 

 

You can also use the mail to process forwarding information requests; or, when the purpose is 

not one of the specified permitted ones from the post office. This is done by mailing an envelope, 

no letter is necessary, to the subject at the last known address. Simply print on the envelope 

“Return Service Requested”. This replaces “Do Not Forward – Address Correction Requested”. 

For a fee you will receive the original mail piece and the new address, for up to 18 months – 

when the records expire. 

 

Another option is to use a non-postal change of address service. These are typically publisher 

and mailing list change of addresses. These also require high volume batch records, and will 

provide a change of address, if one is available. These may also go beyond the one-year 

expiration and two-year retention of forwarding information by the post office. 



 

With the address only, you can search many private and public databases (other resources). 

These include credit bureaus, property records, clerk & recorders, tax records, business records, 

etc. Nearly every record repository allows searching by address, or sometimes name and address. 

From this, you may find current residents, past residents, neighbors, owners and personal 

property (i.e. vehicles). Having an old address can produce many additional leads, such as 

relatives, roommates and neighbors. In addition to the information you might expect to find 

using an address database, you may also be able to determine if the address is a multi-unit 

address. This may lead to a verification, property owner, complex manager, neighbor or former 

tenants. It may also mean you have more work cut out for you in determining the specific unit 

number for the subject. 

 

With growth occurring all over the country, common problems with addresses are street name 

changes. County roads are given a new name, roads are expanded and name changes occur, etc. 

You may find a numeric from an address, yet different street names. These may be the same 

address, and you will have to continue searching using both addresses. Another common 

problem is an error, or typo, in the numeric portion of the address. Again, you may have a correct 

address in one of these and you will have to check each record with other resources to continue 

your search. 

 

 TELEPHONE NUMBER Any previous or possible current telephone number. 

  

As a fellow investigator so aptly put it – “If I have your phone number, I have you”. Having a 

phone number was often far better than a social security number – and anyone will tell you a 

phone number. With cell phones, virtual phones, number portability, etc., it is more difficult but 

not impossible.  Breaking these will take a combination of innovation and resources.  Your social 

security number is a lifetime number that moves with you.  A telephone number is typically 

assigned geographically and by company. If you have an active telephone number – of any kind 

– it will lead to the subject. A landline (standard phone service) will terminate at an address; a 

pager will terminate with the company, as will a cell phone – but they have your address. The 

same holds true for voicemail and similar features. 

 

There are several databases that offer reverse look-ups of telephone numbers, not the free 

Internet look-ups that have information a few years old or more.  Some of these tie directly into 

the RBOC services, and are even supplemented by private databases, allowing the non-published 

number or address to be yours in some instances. 

 

Several businesses also use the telephone number the same way some use social security 

numbers. Pizza delivery, video rental, cable companies and newspaper subscriptions all typically 

use telephone numbers to retrieve and update customer information.  With this information, you 

can contact video stores and other popular retail outlets and make discreet inquiries. 

 

 RESIDENTS AND NEIGHBORS Any physical or mailing address can be turned into a list 

of neighbors and residents. 

  

Neighbors are the nosiest, and therefore the most helpful people anywhere. There is not a 



neighbor who is oblivious to another. Many can tell you where others work, when they leave, 

who lives there and will even pass important messages if asked. Obtaining a list of neighbors can 

be done by searching with the street name or address range searches. 

 

You can use public and private record databases to pull up addresses and neighbors by street 

name or comb the street on foot as solicitors do. 

 

If you cannot verify or contact your target at a suspected address, contact a neighbor for 

information; or look up the address or known associates and try to get a connection to the 

address and target, finding a telephone number or similar information to confirm your target has 

moved or is still a resident. 

 

 ZIP +4 An add-on to ZIP codes for postal sorting purposes. The first five digits are the 

geographic region (similar to the prefix of your telephone number is specific to geographic 

region). The second set, or +4, is specific to the part of the street for the address. 

  

Typically, a +4 will be for a specific street side and series of addresses (1010 to 1018, or 1011 to 

1019; 1020 to 1028 or 1021 to 1029, etc). If you have a +4 you have a list of houses the subject 

resides in. Use a search engine to check the ZIP+4 and a list of addresses that can use that +4 

will be displayed. Your target may not be listed, but eliminating known neighbors via other 

resources will bring your search down to any remaining possibilities. Continue by simply re-

evaluating your information and using your resources until you have located your subject. 

 

 EMPLOYER 

  

If you know the subject‟s place of employment you may not need to go any further to locate your 

subject. However, if you still need a current residential address this is easily taken care of. 

Simply leave a message at work utilizing an 800 Trapline service or voicemail number as a call 

back number. As part of the process - leave a message that will initiate a return call, but not 

arouse any suspicion. 

 

 CREDIT BUREAUS Primarily collects and disseminate consumer financial, personal and 

demographic data. 

  

Nearly every investigator believes that the credit bureaus have the best, and current information 

– but they do not; remember, you are typically looking for someone that does not want found . 

The credit bureaus have information that is only as accurate as the applicant (subject) and 

subscriber (creditor). When you use a name and address to search for a social security number, 

your search becomes the most current record for that address – but the address is actually old. 

Mistakes are also made along the way. However, with all this, credit bureaus are one of the only 

sources that are updated instantly and constantly – by regular subscriber updates and applicant 

input. 

 

There are essentially four basic types of credit reports available: Financial (credit granting, or 

collections), Account Review (creditor review or marketing use), Employment/Insurance and 

Consumer. A permissible purpose to obtain a credit report is not that simple – you must also 



have a permissible purpose for the specific type of report (see the FCRA and FDCPA). In the 

cases of Financial, Employment and Insurance reports, you must have a signed release. Account 

review reports are limited to subscribers for review of the consumer account granted, or receive 

limited information for marketing/solicitation purposes. Employment, Insurance and Financial 

reports are essentially the same, with the exception that account numbers are either not included 

or are truncated in the Employment and Insurance reports. If you have a permissible purpose for 

a report, you must pull the appropriate type, or it is not permissible and is consistent with 

illegally obtaining a report (i.e. – you cannot obtain a collections report for employment 

purposes, and vice-versa). 

 

 TRAPLINES An independent toll-free number that will capture any number calling it. 

The trapline is a very useful and powerful tool. You will need a telephone number to call and 

pretext , generally leaving your 800-trapline number for the subject to call.  Using an 800-

trapline service and leaving a message with an employer will often produce a home telephone 

number – and the reverse is true. The key to effective trapline use is the message left to entice a 

return telephone call – greed and messages that get immediate attention work best, and I had a 

success rate of better than 80% using these. Sometimes no message is best – just a name and 

number, depending on your specific situation. 

 

The idea is that your subject will call your toll-free number and enter an extension, identifying to 

you who they are (even if they do not leave a message). Of course a message is nice – often 

telling you when they are home (or at work) and verifying certain information (i.e. non-published 

numbers, spouses, etc). If they call from the number you that initially called, you have located 

them (subject to verification); if they call from a different number, it is likely either a work or 

home number. Those that are suspicious will call from a friend, relative, payphone, or even (even 

hopefully) from  work (or home) and often leave a different number to call – sometimes a pager, 

cell phone, friend‟s, or relative‟s.  

 

A new trick smart subjects are using is to call a suspect toll-free number using a calling card (not 

many allow this, some do) or an Internet long distance service. These leave either a one or two 

digit number or a non-working number when captured or “trapped”.  The premise is that calls to 

toll-free numbers are similar to collect calls. When you have a toll-free number, you are 

essentially agreeing to accept the charges for the long-distance call and are therefore entitled to 

the number calling you (and if it is on your phone bill, the that billing company must provide the 

subscriber data). Unlike your common toll-free number and phone bill, which gives you 

information monthly, your trapline can notify you by fax, email, website, pager or even connect 

your caller to you. The use of this is perfectly legal – the pretext you use to get the return call 

may or may not be, and caution should be used (remember - illegally obtain information is both a 

crime and inadmissible as evidence, together with anything obtained with that information). 

 

 CALLING CARDS Identical to calling cards you purchase; however, these are pre-paid by 

you and mailed to the subject. 

  

The specialized calling cards are essentially the same as the trapline . The providing company 

will send a free calling card in marketing package, hoping your subject will either be called or 

call someone. The uses of these are as vast as your imagination.  



 

As with all calling cards, you will be able to see the date, time and telephone numbers called 

from and to; and just as with the trapline, not just once a month – but virtually any time it is used 

and in the same notification manners. 

 

 DELIVERY NOTICES AND DELIVERY POSTCARDS 

With the concept of the traplines and calling cards, I developed the use delivery notices. Using 

pre-printed door hangers and a trapline that emails me when the caller leaves a message, together 

with the telephone number of the caller.  

 

I use them to do everything from determine non-published numbers or times when the subject 

will be home, to verifying they were home when I was attempting service or possibly moved. 

Now a company for investigators has taken this to a whole new level with services that can 

include a website, voicemail, virtual numbers, traplines, etc. If you work any volume of difficult 

locates you need to find such a service (sorry, one very familiar to me specifically asked that 

they not be included to protect YOUR ability to use them).   

 

The premise is simple – if there is uncertainty that a subject is at the address or need verification, 

I leave a notice and the caller will either or confirm it, indicate the subject is not a resident, or 

sometimes offer a new address and/or telephone number. For other situations, such as a PO 

Boxes, I use a delivery notice postcard and the same premise.  I also reserve these for cases that 

have me stuck or my investigation leads me to believe this is the best method to determine or 

verify an address. This is because once used, it may not work again and I have had numerous 

occasions requiring me to find a subject two or even three times. 



SKIP-TRACING DEPARTMENTS 
 

When I asked several PI's what the most valuable tool in their arsenal is, I was surprised. The 

computer (and its accessible databases) and information brokers were the most common answers. 

What is really the best tool in your office, in my opinion? The telephone! 

 

The first things that come to mind are communicating with your service providers, connecting to 

databases, etc. You also use the phone to locate your subject by calling friends, relatives and past 

employers – which all make the telephone vital. However, what about calling another skip-tracer 

directly and asking for help? 

 

Almost every credit grantor (credit cards, banks, etc.) has a skip-tracing department, usually with 

toll free numbers. Although there are some restrictions when contacting these companies, they 

are often quite helpful; and best of all they are FREE!  The usual restrictions are that they will 

only assist other creditors, and/or they will only help you during certain hours and days of the 

week, etc. These departments are usually either very easy or very difficult to deal with. 

 

These skip-tracing departments offer a wide variety of data. In most cases, you must be able to 

supply the personal identifiers and sometimes any account numbers. I have easily obtained 

addresses, telephone numbers (non-published), relatives, employers, bank and credit card 

references and similar subject data (scenarios). Think of the money you may have just saved (and 

earned) with this wealth of data! 

 

You should start the process by obtaining either a credit report (FCRA and FDCPA) or a list of 

known creditors for the subject. The credit report should indicate which accounts are current, and 

which ones are delinquent. The ones usually kept current are the smaller balances and payments. 

If the credit report does not list the telephone numbers, call the issuing bureau for the telephone 

number. Start by contacting the creditors most likely to have current information, after all we are 

likely dealing with a deadbeat already. Ask for the "Skip-Trace Department” or “Collections”. If 

they respond that they do not have one or do not assist anyone outside the company tell them you 

have information to share that might be of use to them. Everyone loves to be given information 

that has been difficult to obtain (that is why you called him or her to start with), so you will 

likely be put through. 

 

When you first make contact with a "tracer" tell them that you would like to share some 

information, as they probably want him, too. Offer your callback telephone number immediately, 

and ask for theirs – creating your own personal directory. This ensures you will not forget to, and 

it lets them know that you are serious about helping them.  Also, ask them if they would like a 

call back when you do find the subject, or if you acquire any new information on the subject that 

may be of use to them. They will remember this gesture and be extra friendly the next time. 

Verify all of the information you have and request the Skip-Tracing Department update any of it. 

These departments like to know that you have done some work before calling them. After you 

have verified and corrected your information, ask for references. The key word is "references". 

They will almost never offer or give additional information otherwise. Ask for employment, 

credit and banking references, as well as alternate contact information (relatives). 

 



As a general rule, a person can usually obtain this information without pretexting – by being 

completely honest! Because new regulations have been enacted that affect pretexting, this kind 

of networking may be your most valuable tool. Also, if you are concerned about the subject 

being notified after you pull a credit report (some states require this, the three bureaus offer it) 

subscribe to a smaller bureau. This will show the inquiry from them and not raise any flags. Even 

though your purpose is legal, who says the subject has to know they are being traced? 

 

I have used skip-trace departments, such as automobile leasing or loan agencies to obtain the 

most current data on employment and telephone numbers. These types of companies require the 

most information on the application, have a larger stake in the subject, and are therefore usually 

the friendliest. Even if the subject is severely delinquent (i.e. the car has been repossessed) they 

may still have some information to share, such as who did the repo or where the car was located. 

 

I have found that department and gas cards are usually the worst for current information. This is 

primarily because they practically hand out the credit to whoever applies and they do not have a 

significant risk in the subject. I have found many to be friendly, but have not honestly dealt with 

a great deal of them. I have found that around holidays is the best time to contact these 

companies. They either are usually contacted by the subject for credit increases or contact the 

subject to offer one - and when a credit increase is granted, information is always updated. 
  



KEEPING COSTS DOWN 

AND INCREASING PROFITS 
 

This may not have anything to do with "how" to locate someone, but it does have everything to 

do with keeping a perspective. Most of you are the ones paying the bills – not a client. A simple 

formula to keep in mind is T(time) + M(money) = R(results).  As with an algebra problem, any 

change in one variable will affect the other two. 

 

For many of you RESULTS are the only thing that will get you closer to being paid.  The amount 

of TIME and MONEY you can devote to your case may affect the outcome.  What is missing 

from this problem? E (EXPERIENCE). E = (-T + -M) and because T + M = R, Experience will 

also equal Results, E=R. In other words, more experience equals less time and money expended 

and the results actually increase your earnings and your rate of success. 

 

PRACTICE. As with everything else, practice. If you have access to free or flat fee databases, 

use them to practice various scenarios. Learn from each case you do and keep a notebook handy 

for listing telephone numbers, plans and other items you may forget; using bookmarks for 

Internet sites is a must. 

 

I use a simple form that has all of the searches and costs on them. Each case is different, but the 

form ensures that I do not overlook something or spend any more time and money than is 

needed. I used all of the free and flat fee services first, then work into those that cost – from least 

to most expensive.  Of course I used my experience to tell me what resources were the most 

effective for my needs and would immediately start with those – often making a potentially long 

case very short and profitable (i.e. a telephone book vs. multiple databases). 

 

What you apply these basic principles, the next step is to properly calculate your fees and costs 

to make every case profitable. 

 

Some interesting statistics: 

 1 in 2 small businesses fail within the first two years. 

 7 in 10 of the surviving small businesses will fail within the first five years. 

 Another 7 in 10 of those will fail within the next five years. 

What does that mean?  Of 100 small businesses that will start this year – 50 will close in two 

years; of the remaining 50, 35 will close in the following three years; and, of the remaining 15 at 

least 10 will close in the following five years.  Only five of 100 small businesses that started up 

when you picked up this book will still be around in ten years!  This became very apparent to me 

when I returned to the private sector in 2008.  I began making contact with colleagues, only to 

find that many were no longer involved in private investigations.  Those that I did find and 

reconnect with had very similar traits:  skills, developed experience, innovation, seeking new 

methodologies, customer service and the desire to be the best.  They are. 

 

Private investigations, as with many specialized professions with a limited clientele, is very 

competitive and the odds of survival are even less.  It was this way when I started, and it still 

holds true today. 



 

What else is unique about the private investigations industry? 

 It is still one of the largest groups of self-starting and self-employment opportunities in the 

country. 

 60% either have a spouse that earns a higher annual income (from a steady career) and 

provides the benefits; or they have a supplemental (often higher) income, as noted below. 

 Less than 50% of the agencies are “full-time” – there is either a second part-time job, or the 

investigative work is supplemented by a retirement income (usually law enforcement or 

military). 

 Less than 20% make enough money within the agency, by itself, to support the agency and a 

family. 

  

Of the agencies in existence in my area over the last 10 years, only one beat out 100% of all the 

above statistics – mine.  Two have easily beat out the first set of statistics, but they did not beat 

out the second set (these two were in existence before I started and one interviewed me before I 

started my own agency). 

 

I have no secrets – just the desire to learn, apply and succeed.  It is something I do every day. 

  



CALCULATING YOUR FEES AND ACTUAL COSTS 
 

The costs of being in business of locating and backgrounding people consists of essentially two 

things – direct (records, etc.) and indirect (overhead, etc.) expenses. Over the years I have heard 

many methods of calculating how to charge for services. I found that none of these accounted for 

all costs, especially indirect costs; and none accounted for experience, background, skills, 

knowledge, reputation and other non-cost factors. 

 

Direct costs are those attributed specifically to the case, and are usually itemized on the invoice. 

These may include: toll calls, records, gas and other expenses. Generally these are straight 

forward, but profits are still lost here without good expense tracking.  Some these may be lumped 

into indirect costs (i.e. toll calls if you have a flat fee long distance service). 

 

Some indirect costs are those related to the case, but not specifically. These are likely not part of 

the “overhead” either. Because of this type of thinking, or lack of good planning, this is the 

largest contributor to profit loss. These types of costs may include:  monthly vendor fees or 

minimums, time fees for online services, long distance not easily tracked, lost billable time, etc.  

As a rule of thumb, for every 10% lost in unbilled expenses, you will need to gain 12% in 

revenue.  The same is true for discounts, but a discount is a choice you make to attract business 

(as is a referral fee).  Not accounting for direct and indirect costs is negligent. 

 

Rates and methods of billing vary from agency to agency, as well as service types. This is 

especially true when considering specialties, case types, experience and locale. Overhead and 

case expenses are other factors in determining an accurate hourly or flat rate for services. In 

order to adequately recover all costs, pay expenses and still turn a profit, we must calculate all of 

our fees accurately. This goes beyond “doubling” the costs of records; or adding annual overhead 

to a base fee and dividing that by 2000 hours (40 hours per week x 50 weeks per year) to 

determine your hourly fee; both common methods of fee calculating. Although case expenses are 

typically added to the hourly billing, a lot of expenses are not accurately accounted for in the 

case, and other expenses of the agency are not defrayed on a case by case basis. 

 

The first thing to tackle is the hourly rate needed only to operate. To do so add up the entire 

overhead of the agency, only those items necessary to operate without a caseload. These would 

include: rent, utilities, advertising, phone, etc. Next calculate the operating costs directly 

associated with casework, but not a specific case (indirect expenses). These would include: 

vendor monthly fees, unaccounted long distance, agency insurance, etc. Finally, calculate your 

value. This is not arbitrary. Your skills, reputation, background and knowledge are valuable and 

should be included in the fees you set. I have seen excellent investigators not include this, and 

poor investigators overstate it – simply because they want to be in the same fee range as other 

investigators.  Your message is that your clients will get what they pay for…and you must 

deliver on your message and promise. 

 

Now that you have determined all of your overhead and other expenses, as well as your 

professional value, you will need to find the starting point for your rates. Finding out what the 

average hourly rate is for your area can do this. Simply poll other agencies and find out the rate, 

experience and time in business. This will be a good guide for you to value your agency. For 



example, those in the same specialties as my agency average 15 years of experience and $43 per 

hour. From here I would determine where I am on the scale of experience, reputation and other 

factors. 

 

To further my example, let us state that annual overhead, direct and indirect costs are $9000, 

$3000 and $1500, respectively. Dividing this total ($13500) by 2000 annual hours is about $6.75 

per hour. This amount is typically lost by an agency because most agencies try to absorb these 

costs in the base hourly rate they arbitrarily determined and actual case billing is rarely 40 hours 

per week – count on 20 or 30 (FYI – that‟s annual loss of $13500 in this example). If your 

agency charges the $43 per hour above, at 2000 hours per year, they are billing $86000 annually. 

Subtract the above $13500 and your pre-tax profit is $73000 per investigator. 

 

In my example, the hourly billing should be $50 per hour ($43 plus $7 overhead), with a  pre-tax 

profit of $100000 per investigator. Items paid from your profits are taxes (federal & state for the 

agency, social security – ½ of each employees wages) and insurances (unemployment, workers‟ 

compensation) and other wage based expenses.  This can be 1/3 of the agency‟s gross revenue. 

Other items to be considered are future equipment needs, including upgrades and repairs, agency 

expansion plans, continuing education, unplanned advertising and other unforeseen items.  That 

revenue gets eaten up pretty fast. 

 

Once you have established your agency‟s overhead, expenses and value, simply determine what 

rate you feel is beneficial to your agency and client. An investigator with less experience and 

knowledge should charge less than the average base rate; and a more experienced investigator 

with an excellent reputation should charge more.  Another tip I received from a colleague is this: 

There is a median point at which you will lose a percentage of clients, retain some and actually 

be more productive with no loss to income. I have tried this and it has benefited my committed 

clients and agency greatly. 

 

This is similar to the rule of 20/80.  Simply stated, the rule of 20/80 is that 20% of your clients 

will produce 80% of your income. Conversely, 80% of your clients are costing you productive 

time (and related income) because they are providing only 20% of your income. Knock off those 

that are actually costing you and your productivity and profits will reflect this.  The same theory 

holds true for expenses, and particularly vendors.  About 80% of your vendor expenses are likely 

wasteful because only 20% of your vendors produce 80% of your positive results.  Good 

investigative and business skills will fine tune all of this.  Productivity equals profits.   

 

For skip-tracers, records and databases are key tools to our trade. They are also easily 

miscalculated as to the true costs involved and how to charge appropriately. This is another area 

of profit loss. I prefer to charge a flat fee for my records, as opposed to an hourly fee plus costs 

(usually “doubling” or “tripling” the actual agency cost). This method is simple and can actually 

increase profits. To determine what to charge for any record I use, I gather the same basic data: 

cost of the records, sign up fees, monthly minimums and other directly related costs. I also 

determine what indirect costs there are: toll calls fax charges, etc. Again, this is where most 

agencies lose some of their profits – unaccounted costs. What else is overlooked? Would you 

believe your hourly rate and overhead! I have found the following formula, put into a 

spreadsheet, accurately calculates what I should charge for my records: 



 Cost of Record 

 1%-2% of any initial fees (start up fees, software, etc.) 

 1%-2% of the total annual fees (monthly minimums, monthly fees, etc.) 

 Toll calls (see below for calculating your true phone costs) 

 Postage or faxes 

 1%-2% of my annual ISP fees 

 Hourly Rate (1/10th of an hour per record) 

 

For example, a typical social security number trace is $3. Most agencies would charge between 

$6 and $9 for this (double or triple the record cost), and possibly include their hourly rate – 

usually calculated in the case total, another $3 as its share of that total.  The charge to the client 

is about $12. Is this profitable? No, it is a loss – and potentially a costly one. I do not have any 

monthly minimums or account fees with any of my databases, but many investigators do, about 

$25 per month on average. That alone is $300 per year. You also use your Internet connection 

and separate phone line to obtain this record. If you start at $3 for the record, add 1% of the 

annual fees - $3, and 1% of your ISP fees - $3, your total is $9, but there is no profit in this – 

now double or triple it. I double this and would charge $18 for the record.  It is important to view 

your costs and expenses on a case by case basis, and then monthly and quarterly until you have 

assured profitability (which includes being prepared for the tax man).  After you initially figure 

this out, you will be able to look at the cost of a record and know what to charge. 

 

This may seem a little much, but there is a lot of revenue lost to arbitrarily picking your fees, not 

accounting for all expenses and costs and basically just plain giving it away. Once you have 

figured all the aspects of what it costs to operate your agency and all of its services, you can 

begin to charge appropriately for time, knowledge, skills, reputation and value of the services 

you provide. As I said before, I have never seen an investigator charge too much – I have seen 

plenty not charge enough. 



GUARANTEE YOUR LOCATE INVESTIGATIONS 
 

Initially I charged for my investigative services in the customary fashion – time and expenses.  

That was not making much money for me – I was fast and efficient.  My wife insisted, and I 

fought, the idea of a flat fee.  I tried it out and it was a huge success.  People like knowing what 

they are going to pay for something right up front.  I later expanded this to include the other 

types of investigations outlined in the bonus section of this book – background checks, and assets 

and liabilities checks.  A flat fee is not really feasible for in-depth investigations. 

 

First, determining a flat fee there are two things to take into account – what others typically 

charge for a similar investigation, and what you have typically charged.  Never charge less than 

the competition or your averaged historical invoiced amounts – be selfish, your experience and 

efforts will justify it.  To find out what others are charging – cold call them just as the average 

client does.  Your higher fee will also be justified by your guarantee. 

 

For all flat-fee investigations you need to first determine what your cost is going to be to use all 

of your resources and obtain the necessary information.  You will then need to determine the 

average time you put into these investigations and records checks (typically two hours).  I put 

this theory down to the single record check.  If the cost was five dollars, plus overhead (triple 

costs below five dollars and double costs five to ten dollars and multiply the cost times 1.5 for 

those over ten dollars).  To this add your time.  For a single record it was one-tenth of the hourly 

rate.  Developing a spreadsheet to input costs and determine fees is very simple.  The same 

theory is true of flat-fee investigations.  Typically it was my costs plus two hours of investigative 

time (report fees are separate).  I based this on the same basis of plumbers and auto mechanics – 

they have reference material that they use to estimate a job.  The goal is to do a two hour job in 

1.5 hours or less and they charge you retail for the parts they only pay wholesale on.  This is 

capitalism and not extortion. 

 

In 1999 I began offering an exclusive Locate Investigation Guarantee.  Sure, you cannot 

guarantee that you will find someone – but you can guarantee your experience, efforts and skills 

will exceed that of other agencies.  On the following page is the guarantee I used in my flat fee 

locate investigations. 

  



LOCATE INVESTIGATION GUARANTEE 

 

Required Information:  full name, birthdate and ssn. [FYI – add a surcharge for incomplete data] 

 

Does not include extenuating expenses (i.e. additional record charges, copies, court costs) and 

our report fee. 

 

Verified information is usually returned in 5 to 10 business days.  Our office will contact you if 

this time will be exceeded. 

 

Our best skip tracing efforts are put forth (of course!). This fee is dependent upon the 

information provided. Almost all of your "skips" will fit this service.  Does not include 

extenuating expenses, i.e. unpublished numbers. 

 
The Guarantee 
 
This agency guarantees the accuracy of our "Individual Locates" in two ways: 
1. We verify the data we provide you as of the date of our report.  If there is an error or the data is 

not correct we will first re-investigate at no charge or, if necessary, make adjustments to the 
invoice.  Your firm is charged [$ - average multiple case expenses plus minimum double your 
hourly fee] if found and [$ - I recommend half of your above fee ] not found. 

2. If we provide a report that indicates we have not found the subject we will charge our reduced 
fee and re-investigate one additional time (between 60 days and one year from the date of our 
report).  If we find the subject the fee charged is the difference between our "Find" and "No 
Find" fees.  If we again fail to find the subject there is no additional charge! 

 

Our locate investigations, in addition to providing a verified current address, may also include:  

Full Name (corrected), as well as any alias, former and maiden names; Previous Address 

History; Telephone Number – if Published; Verified Birthdate; Verified Social Security Number 

and State/Year of issuance. 

 

For our agency this was a huge success, particularly with our collection attorney clients and child 

support enforcement contracts.  Our clients liked knowing what the charge would be and that it 

was not simply a records check, but a full investigation.  For some our profits were high because 

a post office change of address was all it took and then verification.  For others we took a loss 

because we may have reinvestigated.  Overall, our success rate remained no lower than 95%, and 

less than 10% of our „failed‟ locates resulted in a second „failure‟. 

  



RESOURCES & DATABASES 
 

In the first edition of this book I listed multiple resources, and in reviewing them many are no 

longer in business or changed ownership.  Of those in business and under different ownership, 

they have changed how they deliver and the fees.  Initially there were high monthly fees and by 

the time this book was published those had all but completely disappeared.  For the past five 

years the monthly and higher fees were reborn.  In the past year that is reversing and we are 

seeing no monthly fees return, as well as more cost-effective lower per search fees.  Although we 

pass these costs on to our clients, higher fees to us makes for higher fees to our client, and they 

are not interested in higher expenses. 

 

Because of the changes in our profession and information providers, providing a list of data 

resources is simply not practical.  I would encourage you to join your state and relevant national 

associations, as well as relevant investigative listserves.  These provide valuable networking and 

learning opportunities, including valuable resources. 

 

For your particular jurisdiction – city, county and state – you will want a comprehensive list of 

available records, contact information and cost.  The best source is the most direct source, and 

many courts will not accept a driving record from a data provider, accepting only the actual 

state document. 

 

One resource that doesn‟t change and is valuable to all investigators, is the PACER system of 

federal courts and records.  The link is http://pacer.psc.uscourts.gov/pacerdesc.html  

 

PACER (Public Access to Court Records) – users can obtain case and docket information from 

Federal Appellate, District and Bankruptcy courts, and from the U.S. Party/Case Index in real-

time. Currently most courts are available on the Internet.  Links to these courts are provided from 

this web site. However, a few systems are not available on the Internet and must be dialed 

directly using communication software. 

  



COMMONLY USED WORDS AND DEFINITIONS 
 

Following are words, phrases and acronyms that you will come across in your investigations.  

They are first grouped by common use and then alphabetically. 

 

GENERAL 

 GIGO – Garbage In Garbage Out.  Human error affects the results of any search.  This includes 

hand-searched and record databases. 

 Grantor and Grantee – The persons involved in giving and receiving the service or property. 

“OR” is the giver and “EE” is the receiver. For marriage licenses the groom is the grantor and 

the bride is the grantee; in real estate the seller is the grantor and the buyer is the grantee. Other 

common terms are “lessor” and “lessee” or “obligor” and “obligee”. In some cases the “OR” is 

the person owing – “obligor” or “debtor”. 

 Human Error – Errors found in records that are misspellings, typos, numeric errors and similar 

mistakes. These can make finding or obtaining records difficult. 

 Identifiers – “Personal Identifiers” are the elements used to locate and verify individuals. Key 

identifiers are full name, birth date, SSN, and last address.  

 Pretext – A lie used to obtain information concerning a subject from relatives, friends or other 

contacts that may have location information. FTC and federal legislation ban many “Pre-Texts”. 

 Regulation – Often used within government agencies (FTC regulations) or companies (utility 

privacy regulations). 

 Situs – Commonly used to refer to real property search indices. 

 Skip-Tracing – The act of locating, by investigation, an individual, usually for legal purposes – 

witnesses, child support or judgment enforcement. The investigator is commonly referred to as a 

“skip-tracer”. 

 Statute – A state or federal law, as opposed to a regulation, executive order or company policy. 

 

INFORMATION AND RECORDS 

 Canned – Similar to CDs, this refers to databases that have stored data – not data that is updated 

on a real-time basis. These are typically the only searches that can be used with wildcards. 

 CD-ROM – Compact Disk – Read Only Memory. Storage media that is common for searchable 

records not maintained on a real-time system. 

 Database – A computer repository of information and records. Typically searchable, although 

criteria may vary. Search parameters can be specific or wildcard/range, depending on how the 

system is setup. Databases are both public and private records, with restrictions depending on the 

administrator of the system. Access to the database can be direct (kiosk), via dial-up, Internet 

gateway or by an administrator. 

 Dial-up – The direct one-on-one access to a network or database. Now being replaced by 

Internet gateways. Dial-up is still the common access to Internet Service Providers (see ISP). 

 Gateway – Used with “Internet”, this is permissible access to a private network or database 

system. This is the most common method of database access, replacing direct dial-up systems. 

 Hand Pulled – This refers to records that are searched in person and are often searched by 

bound indexes. These are considered the most accurate and detailed records. 

 Information Broker (IB) – An entity that specialized in obtaining records that may be illegal or 

difficult to obtain. May IBs also provide standard records that many investigators are able to now 



obtain from many popular databases.  

 Internet – The network of computers connected by ISPs with access to multiple public and 

private systems. This is not the same as dial-up, which is the direct connection of one computer 

to another via telephone lines. 

 Intranet – An internal (within a company or home) system of computers connected to each 

other, not using the Internet as the connection. Access is typically restricted to networks within 

the system, although access to the Internet is sometimes permitted. 

 ISP – Internet Service Provider. Companies that allow users to dial-up to their networks and 

connect to the Internet system. AOL and Earthlink are common ISPs. 

 Online – A term commonly used to imply access to a database, as opposed to hands-on 

searching. Online can be direct (kiosk), via dial-up, Internet gateway or by an administrator. 

 Private Records – Records that are maintained by non-public sources and are not primarily for 

public use or disclosure. Telephone company, utility billing, etc. 

 Public Records – Records that are maintained by public and government entities and are for 

public use and disclosure. 

 Primary Source – This is usually the originating source of a record. A driving record directly 

from the drivers license bureau for example. 

 Real-Time – The ability to search and view records as they are maintained.  Typically the ability 

to logon to a proprietary database and search these records.  The nature of this type of search 

does not typically allow wildcard searches. 

 Secondary Source – This is usually a reseller of primary records and is often the source of 

Information Brokers. A vendor purchasing records from the drivers license bureau and offering 

them to investigators for retrieval is an example. 

 

SEARCH TERMS 

 AKA or Alias – A name that is used and is not the primary or given name of an individual. 

 CA – Current Address (on credit reports it may not be the most current – which is etermined by 

the last address provided to the bureau). 

 FA – Former Address. This is any address that precedes, by input, a LKA and CA. Any of these 

addresses may be the actual current address. 

 FKA – Formerly Known As. Common with name changes or married/maiden names. 

 LKA – Last Known Address. This is an address that is recorded immediately prior to a “Current 

Address”. (on credit reports it may not be the most current address – it is usually a former 

address, replaced by a more current input). This address may still be the current address. 

 POE – Place of Employment 

 Range – A search method that allows the user to use a variable of numbers, address or birth 

dates, when the exact numeric is not known. This will typically broaden the search and return 

more records. 

 Wildcard – A search method that allows the user to use, commonly, an * (asterisk) to replace 

one or more known/unknown letters in a search parameter. This will typically broaden the search 

and return more records. 

 

TELEPHONE 

 Listed – Used the same as “Published”. 

 Non-Published – A telephone number and address that is not available via Directory Assistance 



and is not listed in the telephone directory. 

 Published – A telephone number and address that is available via Directory Assistance and is 

listed in the telephone directory. 

 RBOC – Regional Bell Operating Companies. AT&T “Baby Bells” (7) that operate the 

telephone systems. Directory Assistance uses RBOC proprietary systems. 

 Non-Listed – A telephone number and address that is available via Directory Assistance – but is 

not listed in the telephone directory. 

 TAD – Telephone Answering Device. Used to refer to an answering machine or voicemail, or 

any device to receive telephone messages. 

 

CREDIT BUREAU AND COLLECTIONS 

 Credit Bureau – Experian (formerly TRW), Equifax and TransUnion are the three primary 

consumer credit reporting agencies. 

 COA – Change of Address 

 Credit Report – A consumer finance report, typically provided by one of the three major credit 

bureaus. There are essentially four different types of reports:  Financial (credit granting, or 

collections), Account Review (creditor review or marketing use), Employment/Insurance and 

Consumer. 

 Footer or Inquiries – The bottom portion, following the accounts section, of a credit report that 

lists all the requests for credit profiles of the consumer. 

 Header – The top portion, preceding the accounts section, of a credit report.  

 Skip-Trace Departments or Collections Departments – The collections departments of credit 

card and finance companies. An unknown source of employment, non-published number and 

current address data. 

 

CALLING CARDS AND TRAPLINES 

 Blind Line – Offered by IIS (www.iisnet.com) and Skip Tracy (www.skiptracy.com), this is 

similar to a calling card (and can be used to make long distance calls) in that it will “call around” 

a caller-id rejection and, in some cases, indicate a generic number on the caller-id. 

 Calling Card – Similar to a “Trapline”, a calling card is mailed to the subject or a person that 

may contact the subject. Calls information is recorded and includes the Date, Time, Call From 

and Call To locations. 

 Trapline – Service utilizing an 800# for the subject to call. Numbers are immediately recorded 

and can be traced to the address called from. The 800# is usually left as part of a pre-text 

message for the subject. Calls cannot be blocked. 

  

http://www.iisnet.com/


Applicable Legal Information 
 

The following three sections are of directly related to all investigations and access to public and 

private records.  These issues vary by jurisdiction and only cover the specific areas noted.  There 

are other applicable federal, state, local and private regulations of a company, business or 

agency.  For example, vehicle records are public in Colorado – but by executive order of the 

regulating division, you can obtain these records only by mail and with an approved purpose; 

the same theory applies to postal forwarding information. 

 

Prior to even accepting your first assignment, take the time and spend the money to consult an 

attorney that specializes is privacy and records related issues.  Do not take for granted that all 

attorneys know all the laws – many will ask you to do things that they do not realize are either 

illegal, or if not, there is not a legal way to accomplish their request. 

 

Finally, I have provided a summary of this information into the common purposes and 

requirements that I have come across.  This is not all-inclusive, but is a generalization and good 

starting point. 

 

None of the information presented below or in this book is to be construed as legal advice.  It is 

every professional investigator‟s responsibility to research, know and abide by all statutes, 

codes, laws, policies, rules and professional ethics. Please consult an experienced attorney for 

any legal advice. 



Applicable Information from the  

Fair Credit Reporting Act 
 

§ 604. Permissible purposes of consumer reports [15 U.S.C. § 1681b] 

(a) In general. Subject to subsection (c), any consumer reporting agency may furnish a consumer 

report under the following circumstances and no other: 

(1) In response to the order of a court having jurisdiction to issue such an order, or a 

subpoena issued in connection with proceedings before a Federal grand jury. 

(2) In accordance with the written instructions of the consumer to whom it relates. 

(3) To a person which it has reason to believe 

(A) intends to use the information in connection with a credit transaction involving the 

consumer on whom the information is to be furnished and involving the extension of 

credit to, or review or collection of an account of, the consumer; or 

(B) intends to use the information for employment purposes; or 

(C) intends to use the information in connection with the underwriting of insurance 

involving the consumer; or 

(D) intends to use the information in connection with a determination of the consumer's 

eligibility for a license or other benefit granted by a governmental instrumentality 

required by law to consider an applicant's financial responsibility or status; or 

(E) intends to use the information, as a potential investor or servicer, or current insurer, in 

connection with a valuation of, or an assessment of the credit or prepayment risks 

associated with, an existing credit obligation; or  

(F) otherwise has a legitimate business need for the information 

(i) in connection with a business transaction that is initiated by the consumer; or 

(ii) to review an account to determine whether the consumer continues to meet the 

terms of the account. 

(4) In response to a request by the head of a State or local child support enforcement agency 

(or a State or local government official authorized by the head of such an agency), if the 

person making the request certifies to the consumer reporting agency that 

(A) the consumer report is needed for the purpose of establishing an individual's capacity 

to make child support payments or determining the appropriate level of such payments; 

(B) the paternity of the consumer for the child to which the obligation relates has been 

established or acknowledged by the consumer in accordance with State statutes under 

which the obligation arises (if required by those statutes); 

(C) the person has provided at least 10 days' prior notice to the consumer whose report is 

requested, by certified or registered mail to the last known address of the consumer, that 

the report will be requested; and 

(D) the consumer report will be kept confidential, will be used solely for a purpose 

described in subparagraph (A), and will not be used in connection with any other civil, 

administrative, or criminal proceeding, or for any other purpose. 

(5) To an agency administering a State plan under Section 454 of the Social Security Act (42 

U.S.C. § 654) for use to set an initial or modified child support award. 

 

§ 619. Obtaining information under false pretenses [15 U.S.C. § 1681q] 

Any person who knowingly and willfully obtains information on a consumer from a consumer 

reporting agency under false pretenses shall be fined under title 18, United States Code, 



imprisoned for not more than 2 years, or both. 

 

For example: A credit report involving a consumer loan is permissible; as is a credit report 

involving an employment application. However, these are two different types of credit reports 

(employment reports typically truncate or eliminate account numbers). It is permissible to obtain 

either report for the proper reason; it is not permissible to obtain the incorrect report for a 

permissible purpose (i.e. an employment report when granting credit). 

  



Applicable information from the 

Fair Debt Collection Practices Act 
 

§ 804. Acquisition of location information [15 USC 1692b] 

Any debt collector communicating with any person other than the consumer for the purpose of 

acquiring location information about the consumer shall -- 

(1) identify himself, state that he is confirming or correcting location information concerning 

the consumer, and, only if expressly requested, identify his employer; 

(2) not state that such consumer owes any debt; 

(3) not communicate with any such person more than once unless requested to do so by such 

person or unless the debt collector reasonably believes that the earlier response of such 

person is erroneous or incomplete and that such person now has correct or complete location 

information; 

(4) not communicate by post card; 

(5) not use any language or symbol on any envelope or in the contents of any communication 

effected by the mails or telegram that indicates that the debt collector is in the debt collection 

business or that the communication relates to the collection of a debt; and 

(6) after the debt collector knows the consumer is represented by an attorney with regard to 

the subject debt and has knowledge of, or can readily ascertain, such attorney's name and 

address, not communicate with any person other than that attorney, unless the attorney fails 

to respond within a reasonable period of time to the communication from the debt collector. 

  



Applicable information from the 

IRSG Principles 
 

(Individual Reference Services Group) 

 

IV. Public Record and Publicly Available Information: public record information and publicly 

available information shall be usable without restriction unless legally prohibited. 

 

V. Distribution of Non-Public Information: Except as provided in section IX, non-public 

information will be distributed only according to the criteria set forth below. The nature of non-

public information being requested and the intended uses of such information shall determine the 

level of review of the subscriber. Companies who supply information covered by this section to 

individual reference services shall provide such information only to individual reference services 

that adopt or comply with these principles. 

A. Selective and Limited Distribution of Non-Public Information: Individual reference 

services may distribute non-public information without restriction of its contents only to 

qualified subscribers. 

1. Qualified subscribers for the selective and limited distribution of nonpublic 

information must satisfy the following conditions: 

a. The subscribers must state their appropriate uses for such information. 

b. The subscribers must agree to limit their use and redissemination of such 

information to such appropriate uses. 

c. The subscribers shall be reasonably identified and meet qualification requirements 

that establish them as appropriate users of the information and agree to terms and 

conditions consistent with these principles prior to accessing the information. 

2. Each individual reference service shall take reasonable steps to protect against misuse 

of non-public information distributed pursuant to this subsection which will include: 

a. Each individual reference service shall make available upon request an explanation 

of what uses of its information are appropriate and to which types of qualified 

subscribers such information is available. 

b. Individual reference services shall conduct a reasonable review of the subscriber 

and its intended uses of the information prior to making non-public information 

available to the subscriber. 

c. Individual reference services shall maintain a record of the identity of subscribers, 

the types of uses, and the terms and conditions agreed to by the subscriber for three 

years after termination of each subscriber's relationship with the individual reference 

service. 

d. Reasonable measures shall be employed to help assure that qualified subscribers 

use non-public information appropriately. 

e. Individual reference services shall implement reasonable mechanisms to remedy 

subscriber abuses of the information. 

B. Commercial and Professional Distribution of Non-Public Information:  

Individual reference services, when they limit the non-public information content of their 

products or services as set forth below, may distribute such products or services only to 

established professional and commercial users who use the information in the normal course 

and scope of their business or profession and the use is appropriate for such activities. 



1. non-public information products or services distributed pursuant to this subsection 

shall not include: 

a. Information that reflects credit history, financial history, medical records, mother's 

maiden name identified as such, or similar information; 

b. Certain information like social security number and birth information unless 

truncated in an appropriate and industry consistent manner. 

2. Users shall agree to terms and conditions consistent with these principles prior to 

accessing the non-public information, shall agree to use such information solely in the 

normal course and scope of their business or profession and that the use is appropriate for 

such activities and that they shall limit their use and redissemination of such information 

to such uses and in accordance with these principles. 

3. Individual reference services shall take reasonable steps to protect against misuse of 

the non-public information distributed pursuant to this subsection which will include: 

a. If not previously established, the individual reference service shall take reasonable 

steps to identify the user and to establish the user as an established professional or 

commercial entity. 

b. Reasonable measures shall be employed to help assure that commercial and 

professional customers use non-public information appropriately. 

c. Individual reference services shall implement reasonable mechanisms to remedy 

subscriber abuses of the information. 

d. Individual reference services shall maintain a record of the identity of subscribers 

and the terms and conditions agreed to by the subscriber for three years after 

termination of each subscriber's relationship with the individual reference service. 

C. General Distribution of Non-Public Information: Individual reference services, when they 

limit the non-public information content of their products or services as set forth in this 

subparagraph, may distribute such products or services to any person. 

1. non-public information distributed pursuant to this subparagraph shall not knowingly 

include information that reflects social security number, mother's maiden name identified 

as such, non-published telephone number, or non-published address information obtained 

from telephone companies, birth information, credit history, financial history, medical 

records, or similar information, nor will the service be retrievable by a social security 

number. 

2. The individual reference service shall take reasonable steps to protect against the 

misuse of non-public information. 



Common Permitted Purposes for Records and Databases 
 

 By a government agency, law enforcement agency, or court performing a government function. 

 By an agency charged with driver/motor vehicle safety or theft, including MV product 

alterations, recalls, advisories, MV performance monitoring, MV parts/dealers, MV market 

research or surveys, removal of non-owner records from original owner records of MV 

manufacturers. 

 By a business that will use the information to verify the accuracy of information submitted by 

individuals, for purposes of preventing fraud, pursuing legal remedies against or recovering on a 

debt or security interest. 

 In connection with a civil, criminal, administrative or arbitral proceeding in any court or before a 

self-regulatory body, including process service, investigation, execution of judgment or pursuant 

to a court order. 

 In research activities (The information may not be published, redisclosed or used to contact the 

parties.) 

 By an insurer or insurance support agency in connection with claims, investigations, anti-fraud 

activities, rating or underwriting. 

 To provide notice to owners of towed or impounded vehicles. 

 By a licensed private investigative agency for one of the listed approved purposes. 

 By an employer, agent or insurer of a Commercial Driver License holder. 

 In operation of private toll facilities. 

 Written consent (notarized Release) of the person whose record is requested (contact the 

information provider for their specific release) 

  



SCENARIOS 

 
The following scenarios are designed to put the information and practices presented in this book 

into a format that will make everything come together. 

 

Of the hundreds of cases, there are a small group of cases that really stand out and represent the 

majority of cases you may be requested to tackle.  These are the cream of the crop and will help 

you succeed with even the most difficult cases. 

 

Numbered scenarios are actual cases and lettered scenarios are mock compilations based on 

multiple actual cases. 

 

Although these examples are focused on locate investigations, you can see that these techniques 

easily apply to background checks and locate investigations. 



SCENARIO 1 (Only Phones and Public Records) 

My very first “professional” locate was in January of 1988 and it was difficult, although not by 

today‟s standards. At the time I did not own a book, know what an investigative database was 

and the Internet was not anything like what it is today. This one would take time, and old-

fashioned know-how. Most of my locate investigations were to locate defendants and debtors of 

civil actions. I had his full name and last local address – not much. I concluded this case in one 

afternoon and with only the telephone. 

 

The address I was provided was to a local trailer park. I first learned that mobile homes are 

registered similarly as motor vehicles and that detailed information is kept by the county assessor 

for tax purposes. From these tax records I found that the mobile home was recently sold. The 

current owner was only able to tell me that the seller was moving to a particular county within 

Colorado – a big help in a 63 county state.  Directory assistance (the first place to look, the last 

place most do) had no listing, published or non-published. 

 

My search of public records using just the phone (thanks to friendly clerks that I still find from 

time to time) revealed a mobile home purchase for my subject, but no detailed records of its 

location – only a post office box. I did find a recent land purchase, but again only a post office 

box – no physical address. I then checked with the rural utilities and found an account for the 

subject, still only a post office box. I checked back with the assessor and found that the mobile 

home was likely recently situated on undeveloped land that has not been addressed. I obtained a 

parcel number and a list of nearby property owners. This list provided everything in the address, 

except the numeric portion. I contacted a few neighbors and “boxed” my subject in by 

determining where he was situated relative to the neighbors, who each confirmed the new 

neighbor and his mobile home (plus his truck and even habits of coming and going). I decided to 

contact the county sheriff‟s office and see if there were any contacts with my subject – dog at 

large, noise violations, etc. They did not have any contacts, but their civil department did have 

some paper work to serve on him and was very interested in the information I had. My client sent 

the pleadings to the sheriff, which was promptly served with a few others papers that they had 

their own difficulties serving. 

 

To this day this case reminds me of how important it is to check any records available and to be 

knowledgeable of how records are kept and why. It has also taught me that conventional methods 

may still work where other more modern efforts may not. 



SCENARIO 2 and 3 (Wrong Client Information and Delivery Notices) 

I have a client that needed me to locate a subject, and his two minor children, in Yugoslavia. The 

information from the maternal grandparents was that the children were thought to be with the 

paternal grandparents and the father living separately. I initially contacted a colleague in 

Germany to determine any potential costs. I then proceeded with my normal course of 

investigating. My client provided me with all the personal identifiers and some other additional 

information. 

1. I checked SSN records, even though out-of-country information would not be indicated, 

and found various addresses, with those of the past three years all being in Minnesota and the 

most current (by date) being about six months old. 

 

2. I checked a RBOC directory and received a published telephone number and address. The 

address matched the “Former Address”, or next most recent. The telephone number matched 

those included in the SSN records. 

 

3. Several calls were made and answered by an answering machine, and finally one answered 

by the subject. I called a couple of days later, about 3:30pm and spoke with one of the minor 

children, confirming both children lived there. 

 

The full name of this subject is so unusual that a national name search of telephone records 

would have produced him instantly. As it was, this investigation cost me less than $2, including 

toll calls and the flat fee records searches. 

 

 

There was a second subject that the maternal grandparents needed located. This was the former 

husband of another daughter, to enforce a judgment. All that was available was a full name, 

several old addresses and an incident involving a parole violation.  While the subject was being 

transported from Illinois to Colorado, for the parole violation, he was injured in an automobile 

accident. 

 

1. I first checked inmate records in Colorado and found that he had been returned to prison for 

the violation, but was released – and that was three years ago. 

 

2. I found several addresses and social security numbers with a name search, and isolated one 

based upon addresses in Colorado and Illinois, but all were at least three years old. 

 

3. I checked the most recent addresses and found listings for his former spouse, the clients‟ 

daughter. I checked her name and SSN and found no recent addresses. 

 

4. I checked a RBOC directory and received a listing for a non-published phone number, but an 

address, for the former spouse – but nothing for the subject. The address was a large apartment 

complex and no apartment number was listed, even after checking several other sources. 

 

5. I checked several public records and finally found an apartment number on a new vehicle 

registration (the online version was not current). 

 



6. I went to the apartment and left a delivery notice for the subject, receiving a call from him 

later that day. His message indicated he was calling from a friend‟s, stating the notice was left at 

yet another friend‟s, and that he did not live or receive mail. He provided a PO Box for a mailing 

address, but did not leave a telephone number – I did have the telephone number from which he 

called. 

 

7. I checked the telephone number, which was non-published, and traced it to the former spouse 

residing at the apartment where the notice was left. I checked the PO Box and found the 

registered address to be the same, but did not include the former spouse. 

8. Further investigation verified he was a resident of the apartment. This would have been much 

simpler had the client provided the address and telephone information of their daughter  

 

I would have used an 800# trapline first. However, it was related to me that the client (judgment 

creditor) had spoken with his daughter and she had no idea of her former husband‟s address. It 

was no wonder - he was living with her.  Later I received paper work from the county for child 

support enforcement, for the subject; and eviction paper work from another client (for the 

apartment complex) for the daughter. This turned into another potential welfare fraud case – for 

both child support and public housing assistance. 



SCENARIO 4 (Prison and Change of Address Records) 

This type of scenario repeats itself continuously month after month, and it is just plain laziness. I 

was the contract investigator for a county child support agency, which usually begins with 

serving the legal processes. As part of this, if the subject has moved I locate them. It is routine 

for me to begin by checking the county jail and state prison records. About one out of five times 

the subject is incarcerated somewhere. If they have been recently released I ask for the parole or 

probation officers name and call them, but they will not provide any information – they will pass 

a message that includes my 800# trapline. 

 

When I check prison records, I also obtain intake and release dates, facility information and 

release contacts (usually parole or probation officers). I also request a visitor log for the 

inmate/subject. The visitor log contains contact information for the visitor, including 

relationship. There are times when the current address is on the log, or contacting one of these 

individuals will develop the information. 

 

Not one time has the county office ever checked the jail or state prison records prior to sending 

me the service. They primarily due a post office mail delivery confirmation (similar to change of 

address request, for government agencies). As I mentioned before, the post office is required to 

deliver mail as addressed, unless instructed (by a COA) to do differently. The subject may have 

moved 2 years ago and the post office would not have a forwarding order on file and is required 

to attempt delivery, and will therefore confirm to you that they would. Again, the county office 

still assumes the address is valid if the post office indicates they would attempt delivery. 



SCENARIO 5 (Driving Records) 

A driving record has rarely produced a current address for me. Most are renewable every 3-5 

years, some longer and many are now allowing renewals online or by mail (without verification 

of the address, description or photograph). Many require address updates within 30-60 days of 

moving, but our subjects are not going to routinely change their driving record address. 

 

What I do look for on a driving record is a list of violations. From these I order copies of the 

tickets from the state office and check court files if they are recent. How important is the court 

file? A ticket will typically contain subject data, vehicle and ownership information and violation 

information (with the location). If an accident occurred, I obtain a police report. 

 

I recently had a child support case and found a ticket issued about one month prior, with a court 

date the next week. After the subject failed to appear for the initial hearing, I reviewed the file 

and found some interesting information: 

 The violation location indicated an intersection of two county roads 

 The vehicle was owned by the current husband of the child support client (the marriage was 

found in public records after I recognized the same surname of the owner as the client) 

 The back of the ticket, containing the officer‟s comments, stated that the subject borrowed 

the car from a roommate. 

 

This was interesting in that I ultimately used the information to locate the subject, at the client‟s 

home. There were several addresses for the new husband, and knowing the violation location 

narrowed the list to the correct address. This information was used, again, by the department to 

initiate a welfare fraud investigation. Ironically, if the subject had appeared in court, I would not 

have needed to locate him, and at the social service client‟s home. Further, his case would have 

been dismissed – on the front of the ticket the violation date was 03/19/74 and on the back of the 

ticket the violation date was 03/19/01. 



SCENARIO 6 (Voter and Marriage License Records) 

Another child support case involved a subject who was not at the reported address, and just being 

released from prison, he was not at the address he reported himself to be.  At first, the quick 

database searches produced no current records, which was common for someone just released 

form jail or prison. The next step was to review public records, which are available online in my 

county. 

 

1. The Clerk & Recorder had one record, a marriage license recording from three months prior. 

The private database version of the marriage licenses was not as current. 

 

2. I went to the office and looked at the recorded marriage license and found the return address 

(used to return the license after it has been recorded). While there, I checked voter records for the 

new spouse, and found one with her maiden name. The address on the voting record was not the 

same, or as current as, the address on the recorded marriage license. 

 

3. I went to the duplex on the recorded license and found it to be recently vacated. I submitted a 

change of address with the post office and received an address from a forwarding order that was 

about 2 weeks old. 

 

4. I went to the new address and spoke with the subject‟s spouse. After some discussion it was 

indicated that they were already separated and that she was not the person receiving the county 

benefits – much to her surprise, she did not know he was already a father. She was then more 

than glad to provide his employment information, but she did not have his current home address, 

as he lived from relative to relative. 



SCENARIO 7 (Criminal Record and College Registrations) 

Repository criminal records (state, not court criminal files) do not often times contain addresses, 

but they do contain other information: where the subject was born, if he is a registered sex 

offender, and the violations – with courts and police agency information.  I had a case involving 

the locate of an individual that was involved in an auto accident. My client was only able to 

provide the accident report, which contained only the name, former address and birth date (18 

years of age) – he did not have a driver‟s license, and social security numbers were not routinely 

noted. 

 

1. A check of all the initial and usual public and private sources revealed only the former address 

and a social security number. The social security number was issued from Texas, but no address 

for Texas in the databases was provided, and the name was too common to search for parents 

without knowing a city or ZIP code. 

 

2. I checked the local police department, that has jurisdiction over his former address, and there 

was no record for him. However, the records clerk did tell me that the local university police had 

a record for him (which is indicated on their system, but no details). 

 

3. I pulled a state criminal record, which is public in Colorado, and checked the university 

enrollment records (students can opt out, otherwise name, address and class data is public). The 

university information had the former address, but the criminal record had his Texas driver‟s 

license number, as well as charges arising from the university police. 

 

4. His Texas driver‟s license address was actually his parents‟; with an 800# trapline, I was able 

to get a current and local telephone number for him and then his current address. 



SCENARIO 8 (Partial Address) 

Credit headers are famous for having only numeric portions of an address, and finding a 

complete address for these used to be pretty tough. Very few assessor records allow you to 

search with a numeric only; however, many databases do – some you just have to try different 

methods. 

 

The subject I had was a female and had recently moved, with no forwarding information and the 

phone was disconnected. The other information was that she was living with her boyfriend, 

whose name was not known. When a number is disconnected, it is either by the subscriber or 

telephone company. If the subscriber disconnects service, it is because of a move, new telephone 

number or change in service (i.e. – ISDN and DSL services require different and unique 

numbers). If the telephone company disconnects it is typically for nonpayment. A disconnected 

or different number does not mean the subject has moved. In addition, ISDN and DSL numbers 

are non-published because of the nature of the service. 

 

1. I first checked the usual public records; there was no significant information, and then 

databases. The databases had old addresses and a numeric only entry, with a ZIP code. 

 

2. I checked the numeric entry and ZIP code and found eight street listings. 

 

3. I checked the property records of each street listing and found that six had the same mailing 

and property address, which typically indicates the owners are the residents.  

 

4. I checked the residence history of the original address, for the boyfriend's name, but several 

males were listed (this was a large apartment complex), but none in the specific apartment the 

subject had lived in. 

 

5. I checked the address history of the remaining two new addresses and then checked those 

addresses in a RBOC database, one came back with a current telephone number – not the 

subject‟s, and one did not. 

 

6. Having narrowed my search down to one possible address, I requested forwarding address 

information from my subject for this address – and it returned a post office box. I now had my 

subject‟s home and mailing address. 



SCENARIO 9 (Delivery Notice) 

I use delivery notices only when I feel I am either being deceived, the service is difficult or the 

subject may have moved.  If they have moved a neighbor may notify them of the delivery 

attempt, they may return to check on the property, the property owner may forward the notice, or 

the notice remaining unmoved indicates the property is vacated. The toll-free number on the 

notice will “trap” the calling number, just as a Trapline service does, and the caller will usually 

leave a message. The message usually consists of one of the following: 

 “We received a notice for J. Doe (I always use only a first initial – more information is given 

this way), but there are no Does here any longer.” Sometimes the caller will be a relative or 

friend and even leave information how to contact them. 

 “I got a notice on my door for J. Doe. I am Jane Doe and our son is James Doe. You can 

come by after 5:30pm today or tomorrow, someone should be home then. If this is for James, 

he has moved and you can reach him at 555-1234.” Sometimes the caller is calling from 

work, and the number will be trapped. If it is your subject calling you have scored twice. 

 “This is John Doe. My old roommate just called about a delivery notice on his door for J. 

Doe. If this is for me you can deliver it after 6:00pm at 123 Any Street or call 555-9876.” As 

before, if your subject called from work, you have again scored twice. 

 

The uses and results are endless. One of my favorites involved serving a marital separation 

action on a woman. I tried several times, only to have her son tell me she was out of town and he 

was by himself (he was about 20). On one attempt, I noted that it had snowed, car tracks were 

going into the garage, and the son‟s car was parked on the street. Again, I was told she was not 

back from vacation yet. This was over a two-week period of time. About two hours after this I 

returned and noticed the son‟s car gone, but still only one set of tire tracks going to the garage 

door. I left a delivery notice on the door, without knocking, and parked down the street. A few 

minutes later I got an email message with the subject calling about her delivery – and she was 

calling from her home number. 

 

I called my wife and told her to return the delivery notice call and ask for a time for the driver to 

return. She was to call in a few minutes and keep her on the line. I returned to the house, and the 

son‟s car was there again. I knocked on the door and the son answered. This time I did not ask 

for his mother, I simply told him that he did not need to lie for his mother any more – he just 

needed to get her. My wife had kept her on the phone so she could not leave suddenly and 

service was made – with numerous apologies. 

 

Another good use of the delivery notice, without the use of the actual notice, occurred on locate a 

few months back. The subject had moved from my area, recently divorced – but the former 

spouse would not provide any details. My usual work, including a change of address request on a 

post office box (found by me) produced a forwarding address in Denver. In the verification 

process, I found she had moved yet again, but this time no forwarding information was available. 

I was assuming that her cautions were due to her marital problems and the civil debts she was 

facing. 

 

I eventually found a non-published number, with only a first initial. I was able to determine the 

listing was hers, but my investigation had also found different versions of the numeric for the 

address – likely human error, but not typos as both existed in property records and both were 



apartment complexes. I could not go by and verify the information, as I would if it was local. I 

decided to combine the delivery notice and trapline methods – calling her home and leaving a 

message on her voicemail that a delivery attempt was made to 9876 Washington St., Apt. 123 (I 

did have the correct apartment number from all the records), leaving the delivery notice number 

to confirm a new delivery time.  

 

It turns out I picked the wrong address numeric – but she was glad to correct me. I called and left 

another voicemail message, indicating it would be delivered that day and no signature was 

required. This time she called in the evening to complain she never received the package, and 

asked that she be called at her office the next day. I now had her complete address, and office 

number (later converted to a business and address). I did call and leave another voicemail - 

indicating that the package was left at a given time and with a male, giving her a name. That 

night she left a message again, stating that there was no one living with her and that she is home 

every night from work by a certain time, requesting that the package better be delivered. This 

time I called her office the next day, apologizing profusely and promising to speak with the 

driver and have the package retrieved.  

 

Of course it never was, but I did mail her a generic complaint form with instructions to fax it to 

our office, another trapline for faxes – but she never did. She was served, but it took several 

attempts and a few weeks before another agency was successful. 



SCENARIO 10 (Databases Only – Foster Home) 

One of the beauties of databases is the wildcard search. Partial names, addresses, birth dates, 

social security numbers – anything that can be manipulated to produce a record. Females that 

change names for marital purposes, common names and relatives – databases can help produce a 

variety of leads where none may have thought to exist. I completed a case involving some 

children and a foster home. It was recently learned that these children would be removed from 

their home and put in a foster home.  Because of the circumstance, the relatives (who presently 

have custody) thought it necessary to do some background on the foster home. 

 

Initial information provided by the county caseworker to the family was limited. It is a group 

foster home with ten kids, two biological children that are grown, the mother‟s first name and 

city they lived in.  It was also indicated that she attends church every Sunday.  What databases 

could not tell me, but experience did, was that my subject also likely had the following 

characteristics:  

 Married (being foster parents it is not a requirement, but with ten kids…) 

 Property owner and 3 or more bedrooms (again, ten kids) valued at greater than $75k 

 Own a larger vehicle and at least one additional one (for transportation and assuming the 

husband will work) 

 Born before 1960 (two grown kids would put her at 40 years or older) 

 Registered voter (statistically most religious practitioners are registered to vote – and 

Republican in my county) 

 

I compiled this information and created a detailed list of searches to conduct and in what order. I 

first developed a list of homeowners in the city, based on the first name – 68 were found. From 

here, I simply eliminated any single owners, condominiums, vacant land and other irrelevant 

entries. This eliminated only 14. 

 

Next, I got a list of current voters and eliminated any not within the proper age group and then 

any that were not also homeowners. Between the two lists, I had narrowed it down to just seven. 

My next two steps were really guesses, but they were worth a try. I decided to pick only 

Republicans, because of the church association. The other guess was phone numbers, from the 

voter registration records. My particular area has grown rapidly over the past few years. Because 

this foster home is large, I could not imagine anyone moving recently. From this I eliminated one 

recent home purchase and three unaffiliated voters. Down to four. This particular city used to 

have only three major telephone prefixes, but now has about twelve. I decided to eliminate any 

that did not have an older prefix in the telephone number – still the same four. 

 

So close, how do I narrow it down better? I decided to search motor vehicles and found that all 

had multiple vehicles, but only one had a vehicle large enough to transport many kids. This, I 

felt, was my best shot. I did some other background work and found no criminal history for the 

couple and using an address search found several individuals registered to vote, owned vehicles 

and had different surnames (plus one with the family name). 

 

This was all done in about an hour and cost my agency only the cost of just one of my flat rate 

database. I was lucky, Colorado has many public records and a few good companies that compile 

these for investigative use. Without the power of these searches and records, together with a little 



separate knowledge, I would have had to get more details, spent more money and considerably 

more time. Was I right? I just found out today that I was. This is a good example of how a little 

information, a lot of knowledge and skill, together with the right resources, can go a long way. 



SCENARIO 11 (Public Record Errors and Traffic Ticket Comments) 

I recently had a case to locate an ex-husband. I had all the information needed, but all of my 

searches produced the formal marital residence. Court records indicated no  recent filings, but his 

driving record indicated that his license was revoked for DWAI just two weeks prior – this was 

very odd. 

 

I contacted the Department of Revenue (Driving Records) and was informed that the revocation 

was a result of a traffic stop by a local police agency. A second check with the courts still 

showed no court cases for the dates indicated by this department. I then contacted the police 

agency and was provided a ticket number, which the courts could use to look up the case. There 

it was…the last letter of the surname was incorrectly entered as "n" and should have been "w". A 

review of the ticket showed his current address and a hearing was scheduled for the next day. He 

was successfully served at the hearing. 



SCENARIO 12 (Traplines) 

I have an attorney client that somehow attracts large judgment cases (which really translates to 

hard to find/hard to serve) and he came across a high six-figure collection matter that had every 

other investigator around stumped. 

 

The couple (claimed to be married out of Australia) borrowed funds to purchase a resort in our 

nearby mountains and then foreclosed. My client learned that they were planning to head back to 

Australia and he was therefore concerned with not being able to pursue the collection. 

 

I was able to learn a pager number (from an application he filled out for another creditor) and 

paged him using the 800 ID Trapline number I have. Within minutes he called it; I was notified 

and listened to his message. 

 

Basically, he said, "...we will be leaving for the airport shortly, please page me again when you 

return..." I got the number from the trapline service and traced it to a motel near my location. I 

should mention that I had been mobile during all of this! At the motel I got the room number and 

knocked on the door. The male answered, looked shocked after being served, and told me I could 

wait inside for the female to come out of the shower - he knew they could not run fast enough!  

 

My client was relieved and grateful for many years – until my recent retirement from private 

work! It was also worth additional attorneys in the firm and several referrals each year. 



SCENARIO 13 (Skip-Trace Departments) 

One of my best experiences with a skip-trace department involved the discovering of a 

residential address and employment for a father that quit paying child support and left without 

much of a trace. In this particular case it was known that the obligor had the means to pay, 

however he quit his job and the county agency was having no luck in locating any information 

about him, beyond what the mother had provided. The agency looked at employment records 

through the state Department of Labor (but Colorado does not enforce the new-hire reporting 

law). He also did not have any businesses registered in his name and it was therefore assumed 

that he was working "under the table". 

 

After running the usual searches and pretext calls I was still only able to determine the same 

information we already had - nothing particularly helpful. I subsequently obtained a credit report, 

which I typically avoided due to my experience being that deadbeat parents typically do not have 

a current credit history - they avoid credit. 

 

Much to my surprise I found a current GMAC lease and it was fairly new. My surprise was that a 

search of Colorado vehicles did not turn up any ownership - and leases do show up. I contacted 

GMAC and they would only verify what I already had, and that it did not match (residential 

address) what I had. I finally persuaded the tracer, indicating that if he was suddenly quitting his 

child support payments (as much as a car payment) they may be next. The GMAC records 

showed that he had leased the vehicle from Cheyenne, Wyoming (less than a one-hour drive 

from here). 

 

I was also told that he just changed his address to a local one and that they updated his 

employment and telephone information when he changed his address. I now had it all. It was all 

in the timing of the searches. In another month or so, his credit report would have been updated 

by GMAC and his credit headers (usually an investigators first search) would have had a current 

record. Lucky for me he wanted his car and needed to update his address with them to receive his 

monthly statement. 



SCENARIO A 

John Davison owes back child support and moves from place to place. He moved from out-of-

state, so no known relatives are in the area. The ex-girlfriend did provide his birth date of March 

04, 1972. 

 

In this example, we can determine that the subject will make it difficult to be located. I would 

also decide that a credit header might not pull an SSN from the last address; I may get one if I 

have multiple addresses, but that can be costly. Here is a plan to obtain additional subject 

information and a current address: 

 

1. Driving Record (less than $10). These are inexpensive and are searchable in nearly every state 

by name and birth date, some have the SSN as the driver's license number. You may also get 

additional addresses from the record history – including those of friends and relatives. If the 

subject has recently surrendered a license from another state this is sometimes available. Another 

objective is a history of traffic violations. Tickets and court files may show other addresses, 

telephone numbers, vehicles, employers, bonding information and future court dates. 

 

2. Name & DOB Search (less than $15). You can focus this search nationally or by specific state. 

This may provide additional address histories and an SSN (or more concerning identity theft and 

fraud). 

 

3. SITUS (address) history (less than $10). This is a search for occupants of a specific address. 

The goal here is to determine telephone numbers and relatives. Someone at one of these 

addresses, if contacted, should be able to tell you where the subject is - or at least provide 

additional leads. These records are good targets of 800 traplines and pre-paid calling cards. 

 

4. SSN Trace (less than $5). This may not produce a current address of someone who moves a lot 

and is avoiding creditors, but it may produce a recently used address or employer (usually not 

current). A past employer may reveal a trade, need for a professional license or even provide 

current information. These are also good places for 800 traplines and pre-paid calling cards. 

 

5. High Risk Credit Bureau (less than $25). This service is usable only after obtaining an SSN. 

These bureaus are similar to the big three, except they cater to high-risk lenders, pawnshops, 

check cashing companies and rental outlets. A good hit from one of these is immediate, 

following the subject's use of one of the merchants, and the information can include residential 

and employment addresses, as well as possible banking relationships. 

 

6. Postal Change of Address (no charge). First, for legitimate purposes, this is still obtainable 

information and there is no charge - a common misconception, even after the 8-year postal 

service policy. After you have obtained an address history of the subject, find any that are less 

than two years old and send your requests to the appropriate branches. You may not get a current 

address, but you may get a roommate or relative that is still in touch - another good use of 

pretexts.  

 

7. Credit Report (less than $10). Because this is a collection matter, you should be able to obtain 

a credit report. From this contact each of the creditors and inquiries. The skip-trace departments 



may provide current information, references, relatives and other contact information. Please see 

my previous article on this valuable source. 



SCENARIO B 

John witnessed a minor accident, but did not leave his last name, address or telephone number 

with either driver and authorities were not notified due to the lack of injuries and damage. In his 

statement he did indicate he was walking back to his apartment from the grocery store. 

 

From this scenario, we can determine a few things: direction of travel, therefore the general area 

of residence and he lives in an apartment (not a house or mobile home park). Is there an 

apartment or condominium complex in the area of travel? Here is a plan to locate this witness, 

needed for small claims court.  

 

1. Contact all apartment and condominium complexes in walking distance (in the direction of 

travel) of the accident. Managers and leasing agents should be able to help with residents named 

"John" and may even recall a tenant talking about the accident. 

 

2. SITUS Residences (less than $10). This search, by address only, should produce a listing of 

residents and published telephone numbers. Start with any named "John" and if that fails, contact 

any remaining ones - hoping for a roommate. With each contact inquire if they either witnessed 

or heard about the accident from another tenant. These questions may help your case and 

produce the witness. 

 

3. Name & DOB Search (less than $15). If your witness recently moved to the apartment, he may 

not be in a record for the complex(es). You will need to determine from your client the 

approximate age of the witness to use this search.  

 

4. Postal Change of Address (no charge). If you have found any likely names and addresses of 

your witness, send a request to every viable address.  



SCENARIO C 

John A. Davison is the judgment debtor from a civil action. The case file indicates that he was an 

architect, home based, and his SSN is 999-88-7777. 

 

1. Professional Licenses (less than $5). Architects, in most states, are required to be licensed by 

the state and addresses are to be kept current. Hopefully your defendant has complied, making 

your job easy. 

 

2. Postal Change of Address (no charge). Being self-employed, one would hope that he wants to 

receive his checks, and has opted to have his mail forwarded. Being the defendant in one (or 

more) suits, he may have chosen to use a private mail facility.  This information may give you 

the general area of residence to compare with future findings. 

 

3. SSN Trace (less than $5). This may produce a current address, especially if he is updating his 

good creditors. You may also determine a spouse (sometimes cross-referenced on these reports) 

and locate current information about her.  

 

4. Court Records (less than $10). When your target is the party to a civil or criminal action - 

check the court records. You may get a current address, telephone numbers or employment (did 

your target go out of business?). Include bankruptcy records in this category, and any 

jurisdictions the defendant has resided or worked in. 

 

5. Business Name Filings (less than $20). Check both corporate and fictitious business name 

filings. Your defendant may have changed business names or updated information with these 

agencies. 

 

As you can see from these examples, the information you have, needed and can obtain differs 

greatly. In addition, none of these examples involved databases only and neither should your 

cases. In all of these examples, the records were a key factor in developing information leading 

to the address of the subject. Finally, I do not mean to imply that these are the only methods or 

sources, nor should you progress through these methods or your sources without pausing to re-

evaluate your case, developed data and progress.  You may stop at step one or start over with 

outlining your subject information and applicable procedures. 



Tips and Hints for 

Postal Change of Address Requests 
 

It is helpful to keep a few things in mind, especially when you find out the post office knows less 

about the rules than you do. 

 Incorporating this form onto your letterhead, and including your business/professional 

license and/or information, will speed things up.  Additionally, including a captioned page of 

the pleadings does not hurt. 

 Faxing is acceptable, as is faxing back – it does not have to be mailed and you do not have to 

include a postage-paid envelope (although if they will not – or do not have – a fax, a return 

envelope will speed things up).  They will only fax back long distance if you provide a toll-

free number. 

 A court case number is not necessary (use one if you have it). Often times a case will not, or 

does not need to be filed unless the service of process is affected, meaning you need the 

address first. Entering “To Be Filed – Pending Service” is accepted by the post office. 

 Adding, “Please check and Refer to the carrier, necessary” will often lead to additional 

information, or information that would not have been otherwise provided. 

 Adding “Check any new address for forwarding/physical address information” will save 

additional steps and may turn up a physical address if forwarded to a post office box, or if 

forwarding from a post office box. 

 Adding “Date of Forwarding Order” will assist in further verification of any new address. 

 Be prepared to be contacted by an agent for the Postal Inspector.  They take these requests 

seriously and investigate all potential illegitimate requests. 

 

Finally, PO Boxes that do not have updated addresses and mail stores (mail drops) are unique 

issues that require a bit of additional work. 

 

For the PO Box, simply ask the Postmaster to first request the boxholder update their 

information; they are required to keep the post office updated.  If there is no response, or the 

boxholder claims the address is current, you will first need to present your proof that the address 

is old (I have used a simple affirmation of my investigative findings) and then a letter requesting 

a lockout.  A letter is included with the Forms and Resources chapter and a link to download a 

template. 

 

The key points of your letter will include: 

 The address on file is incorrect 

 The USPS Domestic Mail Manual, Section D910.2.4 provides that an applicant or current 

boxholder must provide their physical address to the postmaster. 

 The USPS Domestic Mail Manual, Section D910.3.2 provides that the customer must notify 

the post office of such changes. 

 The USPS Domestic Mail Manual, Section D910.8.2 gives the postmaster authority to 

terminate post office box service if a customer refuses to update information on the box 

application. 

 

For the mail stores, consider that the mail store clerk is not familiar with postal regulations as 

they pertain to providing address information.  They provide a service, including for professional 



investigators, to protect their customers.  The process is the same, but you will likely meet with 

resistance simply because of both protecting their customer and lack of information – remember, 

they are store owners, not investigators or postal clerks. 

 

Provide the COA form, and usually with a letter explaining that they must provide the physical 

address.  Be prepared to have a similar letter to the „lockdown‟ letter previously described. 

I have found that if there is disagreement, to simply let them know that they will contact the 

postmaster for clarification.  This has been received with appreciation if I have presented it as a 

learning experience for everyone.   
  



DATE: ____________________ 

TO:  POSTMASTER 

______________________________ 

______________________________ 

 

REQUEST FOR CHANGE OF ADDRESS OR BOX HOLDER INFORMATION 

FOR SERVICE OF PROCESS 

Please furnish the new address or, if a box holder, the name and street address for the 

Following (refer to carrier if necessary): 

Name: ______________________________ 

Address: ____________________________ 

              ____________________________ 

The following information is provided in accordance with 39 CFR 265.6(d)(6)(ii).  There is no fee for providing box holder information. 

The fee for providing change of address information is waived in accordance with 39 CFR 265.6(d)(1) and (2) and corresponding 

Administrative Support Manual 352.44a and b. 

1. Capacity of requester:  ______________________________________________ 

2. Statute or regulation that empowers me to serve process: ___________________ 

3. The names of all known parties to the litigation:  __________________________ 

4. The court in which the case has been or will be heard: ______________________ 

5. The docket or other identifying number if one has been issued:  ______________ 

6. The capacity in which the box holder is to be served:  _______________________ 

WARNING 

The submission of false information to obtain and use change of address information or box holder information for any purpose other 

than the service of legal process in connection with actual or prospective litigation could result in criminal penalties including a fine of up 

to $10,000 or imprisonment or (2) to avoid payment of the fee for change of address information of not more than 5 years, or both (Title 

18 U.S.C. Section 1001). 

 

I certify that the above information is true and that the address information is needed and will be used solely for service of legal process in 

connection with actual or prospective litigation. 

Name: __________________________________ and Agency Name: ___________________________ 

Address: ________________________________ 

Telephone: ______________________________ 

______________________________________________________________________ 

Information on File:    No Information on File: 

Street Address: _____________________________  ___ Moved (Not Forwarded) 

City, State and ZIP Code _____________________  ___ No Such Address 

Date of Forwarding Order _____________________  ___ Mail is Delivered to Address 

___ Not Known at Address Given 

___ Other (Specify): __________ 
  



LOCK DOWN LETTER EXAMPLE 
  



QUICK REFERENCE GUIDE 
 

The following section is a synopsis of the information presented in this book.  It is designed to 

assist you with a quick solution when you are simply stuck on a case – “Investigator‟s Block”.  

This is included in the Forms and Resources chapter with a download link. 

 

GETTING STARTED 

 A source (trapline, credit bureau, etc.) may be legal in your use – the method, premise or 

pretext may not be. 

 This, as a result, can nullify your case in court and cause a great deal of legal problems for 

you, your client and parties to the action. 

 Locating an individual depends on several factors: 

 Type of locate (debtor vs. friend) 

 Length of time elapsed 

 Available resources and geographic area. 

 Information can be found in various records: 

 Prison and jail records (including visitation logs) 

 Court records (bankruptcy, civil, criminal, probate, traffic and domestic relations) in 

federal, state, upper and lower level courts and municipality courts 

 Law Enforcement records: arrest, suspect, witness, victim, state criminal records, 

booking records, etc 

 Credit Bureau records: headers, account information, footers (inquiries) – by name, 

address or SSN 

 Business Name filings: corporations, sole proprietorships, local registrations and professional 

registrations and licenses 

 Recorded Documents: marriage and divorce records, deeds, liens and judgments, voter 

registration, and UCC filings, etc. 

 Postal and private change of address information 

 

Many are aware of the common resources, but overlooked. It is important to search a source, 

verify the information, follow-up the information and then search another source. Do this until 

all of the sources and leads have been exhausted or the subject found. 

 Get as much information and detail as possible. 

 Get copies of applications and any records, including notes and records of any work 

performed by the client or another agency. 

 Almost any locate assignment can be successfully completed, provided enough of the 

variables are met: 

1. Sufficient subject data 

2. Sufficient and proper use of the resources and necessary follow-up activity 

3. Sufficient available time is provided 

4. Sufficient funds allowed 

 

 Most investigators work in a standard way: 

1. Check CDs for names or surnames (published or public records only). 

2. Check on-line services as above and maybe cross check for a proprietary change of 

address through the service.  



3. Check credit bureaus for an address update or SSN trace. 

4. Check common public records – but not applications; and often not in person – only by 

databases. 

 

These assignments usually result in an old and unverified record, and the investigator usually has 

very little time and expense involved. We do not exclusively use on-line services and rarely, if 

ever, use CDs. We do rely heavily on experience and knowledge to proceed with each case in its 

own unique way. 

 

THE PAPER TRAIL 

Your investigation is simply uncovering and following a paper trail, or following a map.  Finding 

leads and details within your paper trail – or finding directions for your map, is another key to 

your success. 

 Every paper trail starts with applications – not just the record or license. There cannot be a 

license, permit or loan, without an application. Nearly everything has an application that 

preceded it: 

 Driver‟s licenses – you must complete an application 

 Home or Auto loan – you must complete an application 

 Marriage license – you must complete an application 

 Alarm system monitoring – you must complete an application 

 Building permits – you must complete an application 

 Voter registration – you must complete an application 

 

The license is to an application as a sentence is to a paragraph. You might know what the 

paragraph was about by only reading the concluding sentence; but to fully understand it you need 

to read the whole paragraph. 

 Every document is different – even the same types 

 There may be two sources for a common record (i.e. voter registration) – public (direct at 

the registrar‟s) and private (magnetic tape purchase/database). 

 Same record – not everything is available on the private record; and neither record will have 

as much as the application. 

 A private record may not have a social security number or telephone number, and the public 

record or application) will. 

 If possible, search two of every kind of database (i.e. SSNs – different databases collect, 

categorize and sort information differently – and accept different search parameters.  All of 

this can lead to different results. 

 Using various search techniques (i.e. wild cards) will develop a record and will tell what 

application to look for.  Find clues in your documents – information unchecked are leads to 

follow: 

 A partial address in a report is not a dead-end - it is another lead 

 A partial address (ZIP+4 or numeric only street address) can be used in certain databases 

to bring up a list of possibilities 

 The partial address may be found completed in another document or record 

 A different address or telephone number may be a relative, employment or old data 

 Old addresses have neighbors and new residents (even landlords) 

 Old Telephone numbers may really belong to a friend or relative 



 

GENERAL 

 Information comes from only two different sources, public and private records. 

 Dissemination and retrieval are the keys to our investigative success, or even inability to 

access or find a record. 

 Public records are simply records that are collected, maintained and provided by various 

agencies for the publics‟ use and knowledge. 

 Private records are those that are maintained by individuals, businesses and agencies.  These 

are generally not meant for public view or use, and if so, only on a limited basis. 

 Remember: Garbage In Is Garbage Out. 

 Use the obvious – directory assistance, change of address, vehicles, anything most people 

have. 

 Proceed to using databases 

 Free or paid for (flat rate databases are the best) 

 The obvious to obscure and free to cost 

 Use a detailed sheet that lists every database, searches, records and costs 

 Keeps your case organized 

 For following up leads 

 Keep track of time and costs 

 Print the record and make notes on the record and detail sheet 

 Saves duplicate searches, wasted time and money 

 Wild card and Range searches 

 Partial names, addresses, and birth dates – anything that can be manipulated 

 Age and address ranges 

 Can produce a variety of leads where none were thought to exist 

 Databases vary in costs, even for the same record 

 A credit header (SSN traces) can be as low as .25c and as high as $20 

 Depends on the source: primary source (i.e. credit bureau) or secondary source (i.e. 

information provider or database). 

 Costs associated with databases that affect the true cost are: 

o Sign-up fees, monthly fees, minimum charges, per record fees and connect time 

charges 

 CD-ROMs are popular sources (but are increasingly more difficult to find) 

 Accuracy of data and cost of updates are drawbacks to maintaining a collection 

 Unique and useful benefits of CDs over most databases 

 Wildcard and data range searches 

 Historical and archived information 

 Pay only for the CDs and updates – not per search or record 

 A better method is to use a combination of CDs and real-time databases 

 Merlin, QuickInfo and Locate Plus, etc. 

 Fees may be higher 

 Do not have to pay high prices for CDs or buy the necessary updates, some of 

which is outdated and archived 

 

YOUR INVESTIGATIVE ITINERARY 



 Your basis in choosing your "Investigative Itinerary" greatly depends upon your available 

subject data: 

 Do you have a full name and birth date only? Full name and approximate age? 

 Do you have a full name and SSN only? Full name and current or past address? 

 Do you have only a first name and birth date or age? Is the subject female and possibly 

remarried? 

 Is there a known criminal, driving or other court record? 

 The course of your investigation will generally take the following shape: 

 Review subject information that is provided. 

 What additional information can be determined? 

 What is the information we need to know? 

 How do we get current and accurate information? 

 Verify the information. 

 Other considerations in your procedures are: 

 Wildcards. These are unique tools to CDs and databases.  Until recently many public 

records that cannot use wildcards.  With the desire of public agencies to be more 

consumer friendly, and the financial considerations of using online services, this 

capability is becoming the norm. Use these when necessary, but be wary of the numerous 

results that may be produced if you are paying per record viewed/retrieved.  

 Do you have a partial (or no street) number? Put that in a property database and get a 

listing of the entire street or complex. If your subject is not listed, call the neighbors.  

 Is your subject a female, possibly remarried? Use the Name/DOB search to get a current 

name and recent address. 

 Does your subject use a nickname or middle name?  Try the proper names and common 

names. 

 

KEYS TO BEING SUCCESSFUL 

Persistence, Attention to Detail, Imagination and Determination 

 Persistence is probably what defeats most locators. You go through your list of steps and 

detailed plan, only to reach a dead-end. Your real failure is usually in not being persistent 

enough to review all of your material – information, leads and resources, and determine what 

is missing or overlooked – essentially starting over where necessary. 

 

 Attention to Detail, with your persistence, is where you will find more leads and even 

resources – and even the answers to where your skips are. You need to look for the details in 

every record and search you review. 

 

 Imagination – new ways to search, new insights on how to hide – anything to reach your goal 

and further your knowledge. This is the key to both short- and long-term success and always 

finding your skips and solutions to your more difficult locates and locate problems. 

 

 The Determination to overcome your opponent is actually the sum of your persistence, 

attention to detail and imagination. Putting this with your time, money and resources will 

surely result in locating your subject. 

 



 Getting from point “A” to point “B” is your specialty 

 All of the in-between information is similar to filling in a map 

 The goal is to get there as quickly as possible 

o With as few stops and turns as possible (cost efficiency – profit) 

o Without getting lost 

o  

o Remembering your subject can possess the same tools and skills 

 

 Your subject can possess the same tools and skills 

 MORE Determination and Persistence, Attention to Detail, Imagination and 

Determination 

 Time, Money and Resources 

 Their primary advantage – always being one-step ahead of you 

 

 Remember to follow your plan (its a circle – when you need to start again) 

 What information do you have? 

 What time-frame to you have 

 What information do you need 

 What resources do you have and can you develop 

 

GUIDE TO PUBLIC AND PRIVATE RECORDS 

The following guide will help you with common information available. Where (is the 

information found), (Common) Use, How (to obtain the information) and What (can be 

developed from records). 

 

NAME: First, middle and last – sometimes followed by a suffix (jr., III, etc.). Nicknames (Jack 

for John, Liz for Elizabeth, etc.), variations (John or Jonathon), use of middle names first – or 

first and middle (John-David, or David), hyphenated names (Smith, Jones or Smith-Jones).  Also, 

considered cultural and immigration differences in researching names.  If you are familiar with 

your population, this will become evident to you. 

 Where Found: All records, public and private. 

 Our Use: Converting improper (nicknames, variations, etc.) to proper names is often 

necessary for verification. This is the first and most common method of searching public and 

private records. 

 How Found: Searching public records by surname and then narrowed using other name 

components. Many databases allow wildcard or partial name searches. 

 What Found: Current and former addresses, aliases, nicknames, personal identifiers, civil and 

criminal records, public records (i.e. marriage licenses, voter registrations, driving records, 

etc.), telephone numbers. Using a name search will also produce information that will not be 

found using only a SSN search. 

 

BIRTH DATE: Month, Date and Year of birth. 

 Where Found: Many public records (driving records, voter records, marriage licenses, etc.) 

and databases. 

 Our Use: Key component of many public and private records and is a key identifier for 

verification – especially jr. versus sr. or similar and common names. 



 How Found: Some databases will allow you to search by full and partial names, with a birth 

date or age range. Especially useful for females, name changes and marriage/divorce cases. 

 What Found:  Current and former addresses, aliases, nicknames, personal identifiers, civil 

and criminal records, public records. 

 

SOCIAL SECURITY NUMBER (SSN): Numeric personal identifier intended to be unique to 

each individual. Dissected the number indicates the state and year(s) the particular number was 

issued. 

 Where Found: Many public records  and databases use the SSN for searches and/or 

verification. 

 Our Use: The quickest method to obtain historical and recent address history (sometimes 

current) and personal information. Often used to verify financial records (bank loans, 

creditors, etc.). 

 How Found: Currently some public records can be searched by SSN; however, the common 

use is with credit bureaus and similar databases (usually using credit bureau data) – 

commonly credit headers and reports – which are presently at risk of being eliminated. 

 What Found: Birth date, current and former addresses, address history, aliases, nicknames, 

full names, former names, maiden names, spouses, relatives, address residents, telephone 

numbers, civil and criminal records, public records (i.e. driving records, voter registration, 

etc.), credit reports. 

 Using an SSN search will also produce information that may not be found using a name 

search (other names and SSNs being used). 

 

LAST ADDRESS/ADDRESS HISTORY: Any previous address of the subject – mailing (PO 

Box or mail center) or physical address. 

 Where Found: Many public records will have address histories. Databases make extensive 

use of address histories and archived residents. 

 Our Use: Can be used to locate past and present residents, neighbors and assets (property 

owner, vehicles, liens, etc.). Can aid in determining unknown personal identifiers. 

 How Found: Public records and databases. Can often be substituted for birth date or SSN as 

an additional search parameter or personal identifier. 

 What Found: Personal identifiers, current and former addresses, address history, aliases, 

nicknames, former names, maiden names, spouses, relatives, address residents, telephone 

numbers, civil and criminal records, public records (i.e. driving records, voter registration, 

etc.), credit reports. 

 

TELEPHONE NUMBER: Any previous or possible current telephone number. 

 Where Found: Some public records (voter registration) and private records (phone company). 

Databases allow reverse look-ups and marketing databases can provide neighbors or 

residents. 

 Our Use: Can be used to locate a current address, past address(es) or region within a city. 

 How Found: Utilities, delivery companies, video stores and newspapers often use telephone 

numbers in the same manner government agencies use social security numbers – as a key 

identifier. Private and public databases are useful in finding telephone numbers by address, 

other residents or partial name look-ups. 

 What Found:  Current and former addresses, nicknames, former names, maiden names, 



spouses, relatives. 

 

RESIDENTS AND NEIGHBORS: Any physical or mailing address can be turned into a 

list of neighbors and residents. 

 Where Found: Property records will generate neighbors and owners; private databases will 

also generate neighbors and owners, as well as past and current residents. 

 Our Use: Based on a possible current, or even old address, contacting former neighbors and 

residents can lead to current information. 

 How Found: “Verifying” the target resides there or moved in with current residents.  

Neighbors often have information that can be obtained just by asking the right questions. 

Similar to this – if you only have a street name or ZIP+4, you can determine residents of the 

street and contact them, either locating the target or contacting someone that can offer 

additional leads. 

 What Found: Telephone numbers, family members, employment, schedules, vehicles, 

personal history and information, current address. 

 

INVESTIGATIVE TIPS AND TECHNIQUES 

A good database and public records search may reveal current residents of any known addresses 

of the subject. From here you can get detailed public records, check credit headers, vehicle 

records and phone listings. 

 

NAME ONLY 

If you are only given a name to begin your search, you need to start by interviewing your client 

and reviewing any documentation available. Often times a name only is the result of a cosignor, 

witness statement or accident report. You should be able to find additional information, such as 

city and state, possible ZIP code, middle names and suffixes, age range or birth date. 

 

This information will get you a little farther in your investigation. 

 At the very least, every database, public and private record, is indexed by name. 

 

NAME & DOB OR AGE RANGE 

If you have a birth date or age range, this will help you focus your search and find new leads. It 

is best if you can at least get this information to combine with your name searches. There are 

specific databases and public records that are searchable by name and birth date (or age range). 

 

 There are still very few public records that can be searched this way; however, it is getting 

better.  Sometimes you cannot do a search this way, but a clerk has the know-how and will 

do it for you. 

 

SOCIAL SECURITY NUMBER 

The social security number has been the most common method of starting locates and 

background investigations – but it has become much more restrictive. 

 Start here and work with any leads developed. 

 If you do not have an SSN, use the name, name & DOB or address methods. 

 Over the years two things have made this method harder and less accurate: 

o The skips are getting smarter 



o These sources are being dried up. 

 Adapt to not using a social security number as a locate tool. 

 Adapt to using other identifiers as verification and locate tools. 

 Use social security numbers for individual verification - truncated numbers will do this. 

 

LAST ADDRESSES 

If you were not initially provided any past addresses, you should have some following the 

previous steps. 

 Always submit a change of address request for every address. 

o This request does require a permissible purpose and form. 

o Contact with the mail carrier directly - they may have information. 

o The post office does not have a database of delivery addresses. 

o They are required to deliver every mail piece as addressed. 

o If your subject is not known to the carrier or the forwarding order has expired, you 

may receive your request back marked with “Will Deliver As Addressed”, or similar 

language. 

 This is not a verification that the subject resides at the address 

 Only that there is no forwarding order and/or mail delivery would be attempted. 

 

TELEPHONE NUMBER 

 As a fellow investigator so aptly put it – “If I have your phone number, I have you” (of 

course, cell phones have made this harder – but also easier). 

 A phone number is far better then a social security number. 

o Anyone will tell you a phone number. 

o A social security number is a lifetime number that moves with you. 

o A telephone number is temporary and is assigned geographically. 

o An active telephone number will lead to you. 

o A landline (standard phone service) will terminate at an address. 

 A pager, cell phone and voicemail will terminate with the company. 

o They have your address. 

o Internet voicemail untraceable. 

o A trapline on these will eventually lead you to a landline. 

 Search America and Reach Direct both tie directly into the RBOC directory assistance. 

o Are supplemented by private databases. 

o Allowing the non-published number or address in some instances. 

 Private businesses use the telephone number the same as the government uses social security 

numbers. 

 Telephone numbers are assigned geographically and by specific telephone companies. 

  

RESIDENTS, NEIGHBORS AND STREET NAMES 

 Obtain a list of neighbors in the same manner as the address. 

 Use public and private record databases for addresses and neighbors by street name. 

 Comb the street on foot as solicitors do. 

 Contact a neighbor for information, or to verify if the subject is a past or current resident. 

 



ZIP+4 Add-on of your ZIP code for postal sorting purposes 

 The first five digits are the geographic region. 

 As the prefix of a telephone number is specific to geographic region. 

 The second set, or +4, is specific to the part of the street for the address 

 +4 will be for a specific street side and series of addresses 

 A ZIP +4 will lead to a list of houses the subject resides in 

 

EMPLOYER 

 Leave a message at work utilizing an 800 Trapline service or voicemail number as a call back 

number. As part of the pretext leave a message that will get a return call, but not arouse any 

suspicion. 

 Determine if the subject is a member of  any business and professional associations. 

 

PUBLIC RECORDS 

 Keep an up-to-date list of available public records. 

o What to look for and where to find them. 

o Will save time, money and ensure that you are being thorough. 

 Public records are useful for what they contain, not what they are intended for. 

o Look for applications 

o Not just records or licenses 

o Applications have a great deal more information 

o Public records always have more information than records from databases 

o Check using all names – former and aliases see “Names” 

o Check all record types/locations – purged and cancelled 

 

Public Records (Marriage Licenses, Driving Records, Motor Vehicle Records, Voter 

Records, Recorded Documents, UCCs, Tax Liens, etc.) 

 Important to check all public records 

 Most are free and can be done by telephone, online or the Internet 

 Check the government agency for their website information 

o State: www.state.xx.us (xx is the two letter postal abbreviation) 

o County: www.co.?????.xx.us (where ????? is the county name) 

o City: www.ci.!!!!!.xx.us (where !!!!! is the city name) 

 In-depth reviews (and copies) usually require going to that office 

 

EXAMPLES OF COMMON PUBLIC RECORDS ARE: 

 Marriage Licenses 

o Full Names, Former Names, Addresses, Spouse (and maiden name), Birth dates, 

SSNs, Address of Wedding, County of Wedding, Date of Wedding, Wedding 

Official, Witnesses, Family Members, Previous Marriages and Divorces 

 Court Records – Probate, Domestic, Traffic, Civil, Criminal, Bankruptcy 

o Check upper and lower courts, municipal or township courts and federal courts 

o Look for: Addresses, Personal Data, Attorney Names and Addresses, Relatives, 

Phone Numbers, Employment, Vehicle Information, etc 

 Recorded Documents 



o Notary Name and Address, Document Preparer, Addresses, Spouses, Business 

Partners, Creditors, Debtors, Property Owned, UCCs, Tax Liens, Marriage Licenses, 

Deeds and other documents 

 Property Records 

o Deed Dates, Deed Transfers, Landlords, Tenants, Business Partners, Spouse, Mailing 

Address (PO Box), Other Addresses, Other Owners, Mortgage Holder and other 

useful information 

 UCC 

o Secured Party, Debtor, Address, Businesses, Partners, Spouse, etc 

 Voter Registration Records 

o Current and Previous Addresses, Phone Number, Mailing Address, Spouse, Birth 

date, SSN and other personal data 

 Motor Vehicle Records 

o Addresses, Residents, Relatives, Spouses, Lien Holder, Dealership, Mailing Address, 

Vehicle History 

 

SPECIFIC TOOLS AND RESOURCES 

Wildcard (and Range) Searches 

 Use varies from database to database 

 Most government or private record databases do not allow wildcards 

 Secondary providers make this form of searching available 

 Results affected by typos, nicknames, aliases, former/present name variations 

 Search can find information not found any other way 

 

Popular Investigative Databases (all are restricted) 

Never worry about what is not going to be available - look for what is going to be available.  

What you cannot get is of no concern; learn to use what is available – especially in light of the 

ever-increasing legislative changes and related restrictions. 

 Most databases contain information from the same primary sources of public and private 

records 

 They are all different: 

o How you can search 

o What information is provided 

o How it is provided (i.e. truncated SSNs) 

o Record types and fee structures 

o Databases vary in costs - for the same record 

 A credit header (SSN traces) can be as low as .25c and as high as $20 

o Depends on the source - a credit bureau or an information provider vs. an information 

broker 

 Costs associated with databases that affect the true cost are: 

o Sign-up fees 

o Monthly fees 

o Minimum charges 

o Per record fees 

o Connect time charges 

( Databases typically charge any or all of these fees) 



 Cost and Fee structures vary with each company and government agency 

o Connect time only - not per search or record 

 Connect time charge may be high 

 Record may take only a few minutes to obtain 

o Cheap initial search fees 

 Initial search cost is very low 

 Subsequent records are higher than the average 

 Information is typically the same as flat fee sources 

o Flat Fee databases 

 Pay a fee per month, quarter or year for unlimited searches and records 

 Searches are not tracked and reported to the subject (credit inquiries) 

 Searches are tracked on your account and can be traced 

 Combine database uses, saving costs and still obtaining more effective records 

 

Specialty Databases 

 Specialize in specific records (unpublished numbers, voter records, etc.) 

 Specialize in specific search capabilities 

 Find as many as these as you can and find out how to use them effectively 

 

Credit Bureaus 

 Have information is as accurate as the applicant (subject) and subscriber (creditor) inputs 

(subject to intentional misinformation and input errors) 

 Your search or inquiry becomes the most current record for that address 

o But the address can actually be old – because you are using an old address to obtain new 

information (i.e. SSN) 

 One of the only sources that are updated instantly and constantly 

o By regular subscriber updates and applicant input (and your search). 

 Four basic types of credit reports 

o Financial (credit granting, or collections) 

o Account Review (creditor review or marketing use) 

o Employment/Insurance 

o Consumer 

 A permissible purpose to obtain a credit report is not that simple 

o You must also have a permissible purpose for the specific type of report 

o For Financial, Employment/Insurance - must have a signed release 

o You must pull the appropriate type 

 Or it is not permissible 

 Is the same as illegally obtaining a report 

 (i.e. – you cannot obtain a collections report for employment purposes, and vice-

versa) 

 

Traplines 

You will need a telephone number to call in and information that would initiate a call to the 

trapline, leaving your 800-trapline number for the subject to call. 

 Your subject will call your toll-free number and enter an extension 



 Identifying to you who they are (even if they do not leave a message) 

 A message may tell you 

o When they are home (or at work) 

o Verify other information – unpublished numbers, spouses, etc. 

 If they call from the number you initially called you have them 

 If they call from a different number it is either a work or home number 

 If they are suspicious, they will call from a friend's, payphone, or employment 

(or home) and then leave a different number to call – sometimes a pager, cell 

phone or even friend‟s or relative‟s. 

 Calls to toll-free numbers are considered pre-authorized collect calls 

o You are agreeing to accept the charges for the long-distance call. 

o Are entitled to the number calling you. 

o You can be notified you by fax, email, website, pager or even connect the caller. 

o This is perfectly legal – the pretext you use may or may not be. 

 

Calling Cards 

 Same as the trapline 

 The company (IIS or Tel-Scan) 

o Sends a free calling card (you pay about $60 if used) 

o Intending your subject will either be called or call someone 

o The date, time and telephone numbers called from and to, are “trapped” 

 Reported anytime it is used and in the same notification manners. 

 

Other Ideas (Delivery Notices, Delivery Postcards) 

 The concept is the same as traplines and calling cards. 

 Determine everything from unpublished numbers to times when the subject is home. 

 Print a delivery attempt notice on a door hanger or custom Post-It Note 

o Use a toll-free number from Kall8.com (the best) or UReach.com, or trapline service. 

o Emails me when the caller leaves a message, with the telephone number. 

 For other situations (PO Boxes) use a delivery notice postcard and the same premise. 

 

Skip Tracing Departments 

 Almost every credit grantor has a skip-tracing department 

(Note:  most now require proof of your identity, inquiry and purpose and limit access to mail 

and fax) 

 You must be supply: 

o Full Name 

o Date of Birth 

o Last Address 

o Social Security Number 

o sometimes the account number 

 You can obtain: 

o Addresses 

o Telephone numbers (non-published) 

o Relatives 

o Employers 



o Bank and credit card references 

 Start by obtaining a credit report or list of creditors for the subject 

o The report should indicate current and delinquent accounts 

o Smaller balances and payments are usually kept current 

 Contact the current account creditors 

o Ask for the "Skip Trace Department” or “Collections” 

o Tell them that you have information to share 

o They probably want him, too 

o Offer your callback telephone number 

o Ask for their callback number – create a personal directory 

o Verify the information you have 

o Ask if they can update it 

o Ask for references 

 Employment 

 Credit and banking 

 Personal or alternate contact information (relatives) 

 This is not pretexting and may be your most valuable tool 

 Automobile leasing or loan agencies 

 Require the most information on the application 

 Have a larger stake in the subject 

 Usually the friendliest 

 May know who did the repo or where it was located 

 Department and gas cards 

 Usually the worst for current information 

 They extend credit to whoever applies 

 Do not have a large stake in the subject 

  



BONUS SECTION 
 

The following sections contain two important areas of practical and professional advice, 

additional specialties, and some business advice to advance your skills and success.  Locate 

investigations are actually a primer that you can apply the same information presented in this 

book to the specialties in this section.  I started serving legal papers, which led to finding the 

people needing served (skip tracing), then assisting the attorney with obtaining a settlement or 

enforcing a judgment (backgrounds and/or asset and liabilities investigations). 



BONUS I 

Records Checks  vs.  Investigations 
 

Locate investigations are complete and in-depth investigations that naturally evolve from records 

checks.  Simply stated, you obtain a record and immediately follow that lead to conclusive 

information of where your subject is located.  You cannot conduct a good investigation without 

first conducting a good records check.  For example, if you were to interview witnesses to an 

incident, or an employee suspected of internal theft, you would want to have as much advanced 

knowledge as possible – knowledge is power.  Every business makes decisions based on 

knowledge; we make personal decisions every day based on knowledge. 

 

One advantage to first conducting a detailed records check is that it gives your client a synopsis 

of what may turn up in your in-depth investigation.  A records check, therefore, serves as a 

selling point for you to perform the in-depth investigation, and as an index to that investigation. 

 

In the bonus section of this book are two additional types of investigations to help you with your 

career – Assets and Liabilities Investigations, and Background Investigations.  These are really 

Records Checks – it is you that will take them to the next level of a full investigation. 

 

You will every investigation with a records check.  The steps are straightforward: 

 Collect the current subject data (incorrect or insufficient data requires obtaining this 

information before you can continue) 

 “Map” your investigation – determine what records you will need and the order you 

should check them.  Typically this will be from current to historical and local to non-

local.  This is simply because the most relevant information is the priority. 

 Obtain the records, or verify that a record does not exist. 

 After you have verified the record, continue with the records outlined in your map and 

also discovered as your case has progressed.  

 Report your conclusions; or, if you are conducting a full investigation, obtain the details 

of that record. 

 

I will present more detailed information in the following sections, together with additional tips 

and successful experiences.  Following are examples of report formats (also my “map”) for 

records checks.  In the following chapters I expand these into in-depth investigations. 

 

All records checks and in-depth investigations should have the goal of fulfilling your clients 

mandate and needs, as well as covering the elements of the criminal statute or civil proof.  

Before conducting any aspect of an investigation, be certain of your clients needs and familiar 

with the aspects of the legal stragegy. 



BONUS II 

Pretexting – Words of Caution 
Investigators perform a variety of tasks - for different clients and different reasons. Today a great 

deal of information is available via databases of public and private records. There is no truth to 

the thought that databases have all of the information, nor are they as accurate as an investigator 

needs them to be. There is an art to investigating that has been with us since the earliest 

beginnings, and it is sometimes the most valuable tool in our arsenal. This is commonly referred 

to as "pretexting ".  This book would be incomplete without addressing this topic, growing more 

relevant to the issues of today because of identity theft.  Pretexting is identity theft – the notion 

that your use is for „good‟ has no relevance anymore. 

 

Pretexting is lying - plain and simple. It has been successful and popular because it is discreet 

and innovative as well. Pretexting is an old art form that is much like martial arts. It has been 

refined and adapted to modern uses. Like martial arts, it is a weapon that is kept secret, is not for 

everyone and is used to spar with our enemy - to ultimately win. It is also a weapon that is 

dangerous in the wrong hands or when misunderstood and misused. This investigative technique 

is constantly under attack and is now essentially illegal for most common uses and investigative 

needs. Soon, regardless of the intent, it may become illegal to conduct investigations using these 

techniques. Similarly, martial arts were a direct result of traditional fighting methods being made 

illegal. There are several ethical issues to investigations, and particularly pretexting. Given the 

nature of pretexting – verbal (i.e. telephone scams), person (i.e. impersonation), or written 

(computer generated checks) – the related rise in identity theft, and carelessness on the part of 

some our less scrupulous colleagues, key components and methods used in pretexting have 

become illegal.  Pretexting is to be avoided – either directly or indirectly – in your investigations. 

 

Keep in mind that some "searches" are available only by pretexting. These may include banking 

relationships and details, credit card records, investment portfolios and similar records. There are 

two ways to look at information gathering: Purpose and Method. If just one of these methods is 

illegal then the entire process and results are likely to be illegal and possibly not admissible in 

court – the legitimacy of the purpose will not matter. Additionally, there may not be a specific 

statute addressing various records; there may however be an agency regulation (i.e. utility or 

telephone company) that addresses records and accessibility. In Colorado there is not a specific 

law making it illegal to obtain a non-published telephone number. There is a Public Utilities 

Commission regulation that makes all customer records of every utility company they regulate 

private, and therefore illegal to obtain from the utility company in any manner, including by 

pretext. 

 

As we all are aware, there is that time when a piece of information is vital to have and pretexting 

is thought to be necessary, because it is for a „good‟ cause or purpose. Is bending a rule or two 

the right thing to do? No – that is exactly what contributes to the past and current overzealous 

enactment of legislation.  Technology today – automated phone number captures, instantaneous 

record updates, etct – have one significant thing in common:  they create a permanent record. For 

example, the old (read: well known) trick of calling the customer as a telephone company 

representative for information may seem harmless. Calling the telephone company as the 



customer with a billing problem creates a record that may have a negative impact on the 

customer. 

 

There are many pretexts that have been used in print and on television. I never considered using 

any of these; some simply because of the methods, others because of the originating purpose. 

Why are the same "examples" repeated over and over again? Like magicians, most investigators 

never reveal the best tricks or turn on their colleagues, while others purposely paint the worst 

image possible - for a myriad of reasons, usually greed or a legal deal. The reason you see the 

same "tricks" is simple – they are what shock the public, yet they are only the simple ones or the 

most common ones. 

 

Okay, you do not want to hurt an important case messing up by doing something illegal - what 

do you do? Avoid this, now usually, illegal practice. Instead, be observant and you will be 

amazed at what you learn and begin to develop for your own use. Instead of pretext, you will 

learn ways these companies can legally help you. Turn what was a pretext into a resource and 

tool that is now legal. Companies are beginning to learn that they need to help each other, and 

pretexting is truly not needed anymore. Later in this book I will discuss the use of traplines and 

blindlines.  Granted, these may seem like pretexting; however, as will be explained, you are not 

attempting to obtain anything more than a valid telephone number or address for their home or 

employment.  The consultants of these companies will explain the legal uses of these valuable 

tools. 



BONUS III 

INVESTIGATIVE REPORTS 

 

The reports are based upon your assignment – Records Checks and/or Investigations.  First there is the case 
information or caption, followed by the provided information.  These two are standard for all reports. 

 

Next is the outline of your records check and information found (or not).  This is followed by your summary 
of findings and a disclaimer.  For in-depth investigations the report will have a narrative section and will 
depend on the type of investigation.  In the following are the styles I used.  All reports begin and end the 
same, this is followed by the styles specific to the type of investigation. 

 

The first page should be a full caption [Case Information Header], below, and each page should 

have a smaller header of the same basic information.  This is important to identify the case and 

report, as well as the subsequent pages.  For this book, there is no color and the font type and 

sizes are uniform.  I suggest using colors, as well as font types and sizes appropriate to 

distinguishing the aspects of the caption and report contents. 

Assets & Liabilities Report 

Your Premier Investigative Agency 

Sammy Sleuth, Certified Investigator 

 

CLIENT:  Dewey, Cheatem and Howe 

CASE:  Innocent Bystander  vs.  DRUNK, Dave S. 

CASE NO.:  2006 CV 123 (Your District Court) 

 

SUBJECT:  DRUNK, Dave S. 

 

DATE:  January 01, 2006 Page 87 of X 



 
 

The specifics and conclusions of your report will vary with the type of investigation and your 

findings; those are presented later.  Your disclaimer is also standard and should be reviewed by 

an attorney. 

 

DISCLAIMER:  Supporting documentation (attached) that bears an official government seal or 

logo indicates the record has been obtained from the office indicated or a licensed distributor of 

information from that office; it is not an official certification or endorsement.  Certified and 

official records must be obtained directly from the appropriate office. 

 

This investigation has relied, in whole or in part, upon the information provided by the client.  

This and additionally obtained personal or business data of the subject are the basis for the 

investigation. 

 

The findings of this investigation may or may not be affected by, or be a result of, human error 

not within the control of this agency or investigator.  Although there is every reason to believe 

the foregoing report to be accurate, errors may occur which may alter or inhibit these findings 

and/or may require a more in-depth investigation. 

 

This investigation is a compilation of searches and reports only.  Specific copies of file 

documents are not included unless otherwise noted.  No examination is made and no opinion is 

formed as to the legal effects of any document, instrument or proceedings inspected and 

provided.  This information is provided and made for the exclusive use of the party(ies) 

addressed.  No liability for errors or omissions will accrue for the benefit of any person, firm, 

corporation or other entity.  No certification of any kind is made of the information reported 

unless otherwise noted by the original record holder of the same. 

 

* * * END OF REPORT * * * 

Your Premier Investigative Agency 

(Sign and Date) 

Sammy Sleuth, Certified Investigator 

 

For each case and report, sections I (Client Instructions) and II (Provided Information) will be 

generally the same.  You may consider adding a section for “Corrected Subject Information” if 

determined in the course of your investigation.  For each record detail in the „Findings and 

Conclusions‟ you will have details for each record found.  If there is no record, state so in this 

heading.  Also note if you are including any documentation as an attachment. 

The section for Summary and Recommendations serves two obvious purposes.  The first is to 

outline for your client (who typically do not read the report you put so much time into) to get a 

snapshot of what you found.  The second is the most important part – for you.  This is where you 

„sell‟ additional services for the benefit of the your client and theirs.  If I found a tidbit of useful 

information that was valuable (i.e. a non-published telephone number) I would not disclose it, 

but would recommend obtaining it.  Likewise, if you find a lead that indicates there may be 



assets or criminal history in other jurisdictions, recommend that those be checked.  With your 

recommendations, always include your basis for making it. 

 

Your reports are the impression that many people will have of you and your professionalism.  

Your report will be distributed (at the very least) to your client, their client, opposing counsel and 

their client, and the judge.  Law enforcement officers, private investigators, insurance adjusters 

and other attorneys will also either see or hear about your report.  From this an opinion will be 

formed about your professionalism, competence and capabilities.  Many cases can be settled, 

fought and decisions made based upon a report. 

 

Finally, your report is the basis of your testimony – whether you testify in person at a hearing or 

deposition, or your report is used in your absence.  If it is not in the report it simply did not 

happen – it will do you know good to attempt to introduce information at a later point that should 

have been included in the report.  If you do discover additional information, you should submit a 

supplemental report.  Cases typically do not go to trial or settle in any short amount of time – 

months and even years may pass, and if there are appeals many years will pass.  Your report has 

the potential to be the basis of your clients case for many years.  Likewise, you may be required 

to testify months and years after you conclude your investigation and submit your report, and 

your report will be the basis of your recollection and subsequent testimony.  Include everything 

in your report and supporting documentation that is important and relevant, positive or negative, 

to the case.  Because your entire case file can be subpoenaed – I practice and recommend 

retaining only your work product in the case file and shredding all notes that are no longer 

needed. 



LOCATE INVESTIGATION 

[Case Information Heading] 

I.  PROVIDED INFORMATION 

A.  *Name: 

B.  *Last Known Address/History: 

C.  *Social Security No.: 

D.  Driver‟s License No.: 

E.  Spouse (and Personal Identifiers): 

F.  Telephone (home, work, cellular): 

G.  Other Information (i.e. employment): 

[FYI:  * This information should be required for your investigation] 

II.  INVESTIGATIVE FINDINGS 

A.  Name [if corrected, married or divorced]: 

B.  Current Address [if same as provided – note that it is verified]: 

C.  Telephone [if published; if non-published or cellular – disclose with fee]: 

D.  Social Security No. [if not provided or different] Year and State of issue: 

D.  Driver‟s License No. [if not provided or different]: 

E.  Spouse (and Personal Identifiers): 

G.  Other Information [do not disclose information that requires a fee]: 
II.  SPECIAL NOTES, FINDINGS AND RECOMMENDATIONS 

Include anything not noted above [FYI – the above is what the client pays for – do not 

disclose anything that you would typically charge an additional fee for]. 

 

[Case Disclaimer and Closing] 
 

[NOTE:  For unsuccessful investigations, entitle this a Due Diligence Locate Investigation and note 
the information determined and verified invalid address history. Recommend conducting a follow-up 
investigation in 60-90 days, when data is cycled into your resources and the subject usually becomes 
careless.  Refer to the guarantee previously outlined] 



ASSETS AND LIABILITIES 

[Case Information Heading] 

I.  CLIENT INSTRUCTIONS 

A. Locations to Search (Records Only):   

B. Periods to Search (Records Only):   

C. Restrictions:  [either presented by the client and/or regulation – i.e. employment 

background checks have a limit to the time-frame and records you can report] 

II.  PROVIDED INFORMATION 

A. *Name:   

B. *Address:   

C. *Soc. Sec. No.:   

D. *Birthdate:   

E. Spouse:   

[FYI:  * This information should be required for your investigation] 
III.  INVESTIGATIVE FINDINGS 

 Record Searched:  County Property Records 

Procedure:  Government Database, Private Database or Hand Search 

Effective Dates of Records:    

Findings and Conclusions:   

Owner(s) Name(s):   

Owner Address:   

Deed Date:   

Sale Amount: 

Assessed Value:   

Minimum Equity:   

 Record Searched:  County Clerk & Recorder (party to liens or judgments) 

Procedure:  Government Database, Private Database or Hand Search 

Effective Dates of Records:    

Findings and Conclusions: 

Document Type:   

Recording No. & Date:   

Grantor(s):   

Grantee(s):   

Asset or Liability:   

 Record Searched:  State (County, Municipal) Professional Licensing 

Procedure:  Government Database, Private Database or Hand Search 



Effective Dates of Records: 

Findings and Conclusions:   

License Type:   

Issue Date and No.:   

Renewal Date: 

Expiration Date:   

Address:   

 Record Searched:  State (County, Municipal) UCC Filings 

Procedure:  Government Database, Private Database or Hand Search 

Effective Dates of Records:  

Findings and Conclusions:   

Document Type:   

Filing Date and Receptions No.:   

Expiration Date:   

Secured Party:   

Address: 

Liened Party:   

Address:   

Estimated Asset (+) or Liability (-): 

 Record Searched:  Corporate Affiliations 

Procedure:  Government Database, Private Database or Hand Search 

Effective Dates of Records: 

Findings and Conclusions:   

 Corporate Name:   

 Address: 

Subject Affiliation:   

 Filing Date:   

Status:   

 Record Searched:  State (County, Municipal) Trade Names Registration 

Procedure:  Government Database, Private Database or Hand Search 

Effective Dates of Records: 

Findings and Conclusions:   

Trade Name:   

 Address: 

Subject Affiliation:   

 Filing Date:   

Status:   

 Record Searched:  Vehicle Ownership and Leasing 

Procedure:  Government Database, Private Database or Hand Search 

Effective Dates of Records: 

Findings and Conclusions:   

 Owner(s): 



Address: 

Vehicle: 

VIN: 

Purchase Date: 

Lien: 

Lien Maturity: 

Estimated Value: 

Estimated Encumbrance: 

Estimated Asset (+) or Liability (-): 

 Record Searched:  Civil and/or Criminal Courts 

State, County and Municipal 

Procedure:  Government Database, Private Database or Hand Search 

Effective Dates of Records: 

Findings and Conclusions: 

 Case No., Type and Court: 

 Filing Date: 

 Plaintiff(s): 

 Defendant(s): 

 Status/Disposition: 

 Judgment – Asset (+) or Liability (-): 

 Record Searched:  United States Bankruptcy Courts 

Procedure:  Government Database, Private Database or Hand Search 

Effective Dates of Records: 

Findings and Conclusions:   

Case No., Type and Court: 

 Filing Date: 

 Plaintiff(s): 

 Defendant(s): 

 Status/Disposition: 
IV.  SUMMARY AND RECOMMENDATIONS 

 Assets (only): 

 Encumbered Assets: 

 Liabilities (only): 

 Summary: 

 Recommendations: 

 

[Case Disclaimer and Closing] 



CRIMINAL HISTORY 

[Case Information Heading] 

I.  CLIENT INSTRUCTIONS 

A. Locations to Search (Records Only):   

B. Periods to Search (Records Only):   

C. Restrictions:  [either presented by the client and/or regulation – i.e. employment 

background checks have a limit to the time-frame and records you can report] 

II.  PROVIDED INFORMATION 

A. *Name:   

B. *Address:   

C. *Soc. Sec. No.:   

D. *Birthdate:   

E. Spouse:   

(FYI:  * This information should be required for your investigation) 
III.  INVESTIGATIVE FINDINGS 

 Active Warrant(s):   

 Registered Sex Offender:   

 Incarceration:   

 Restraining Order(s): 

 Other:   

[FYI:  The above information is derived from the records reviewed below, as indicated, and 

is a quick summary of priority findings from the records] 
The above records are based upon the jurisdictions checked and do not include other jurisdictions; there 
are no ‘National’ records checks. 

 Record Searched:  State Criminal Arrest Record 

Procedure:  Government Database, Private Database or Hand Search 

Effective Dates of Records:  

Findings and Conclusions:   

Arrest Date:   

Arresting Agency:   

Charge:   

Disposition & Date:   

Related Record(s):   

 Record Searched:  County Sheriff‟s Records 

Procedure:  Government Database, Private Database or Hand Search 



Effective Dates of Records: 

Findings and Conclusions:   

Arrest Date:   

Charge:   

Status:   

Related Records:  

 Record Searched:  Municipal Police (including college campuses) 

Procedure:  Government Database, Private Database or Hand Search 

Effective Dates of Records: 

Findings and Conclusions:   

Arrest Date:   

Charge:   

Status:   

Related Records:   

 Record Searched:  State, County and Municipal Courts 

Procedure:  Government Database, Private Database or Hand Search 

Effective Dates of Records: 

Findings and Conclusions:   

Case No., Type and Court: 

Filing Date: 

Charges: 

Arrest Date:   

Charge:   

Status/Disposition:   

Related Records:   

 Record Searched:  State Driving Record 

Procedure:  Government Database, Private Database or Hand Search 

Effective Dates of Records: 

Findings and Conclusions:   

License Status:   

Violation & Date:   

Agency:   

Jurisdiction:   

Conviction Date:   

Cross Reference:   

 Record Searched:  US District Courts (Criminal) 

Procedure:  Government Database, Private Database or Hand Search 

Effective Dates of Records: 

Findings and Conclusions:   

Case No., Type and Court: 

Filing Date:   

Charges:   



Status/Disposition:   

Related Records:   
IV.  SUMMARY AND RECOMMENDATIONS 

 

[Case Disclaimer and Closing]



BONUS IV 

Introduction to Fact Finding Investigations and 

Reporting 
 

All investigators, regardless of the team they are playing for, have one goal to focus on – 

impartially finding the facts that point at the truth.  You may work for the plaintiff and assume 

your goal is to prove your client‟s case justified; likewise, you may work for the prosecution to 

prove the state‟s case and the defendant guilty.  On the other hand, you may be a defense 

investigator and assume your goal is to thwart the plaintiff‟s (or prosecutor‟s) case on legal 

grounds.  The fact is, and the only important fact, is that your sole job is to find the facts, 

regardless of where they may fall.  Justice is not served, and the truth is not found, if your 

investigation is based upon the tunnel vision of a goal to win at all costs. 

 

Sometimes who is right and wrong may differ from the legal principles you may be required to 

work with – but that is the job of the attorneys, not professional and ethical investigators.  I have 

had long-standing disputes with some of the finest investigators in the country regarding this.  

There goal is prove the police wrong, or the giant corporations are evil; even others that the 

desperate drug addict is not worthy of breathing the same air.  Without concern, or thought, of 

your personal beliefs, the job remains the same – facts that lead to the truth. 

 

With that, let us consider the basic needs of a Fact Finding Investigation (FFI), my personal 

preference to civil or criminal, with the subset of being a plaintiff/prosecution vs. defense 

investigator.  It is essential to determine two things prior to accepting the investigation – cost vs. 

benefit, and legal strategy.  Taking into consideration how I prefaced this chapter, it is important 

to determine the actions, and the related costs, that will most benefit the client based upon the 

legal strategy.  If you disagree with the legal strategy (i.e. it goes against my above lecture), 

simply decline the case – you will develop a strong reputation for being professional and not 

simply an investigative „whore‟.  There are three essential areas of FFIs – background, 

procedures and conclusions. 

 

The background is concerning the case, opposing legal strategy and evidence, and parties 

involved (including witnesses, experts, etc.).  Insufficient background information will simply 

result in an insufficient and meaningless investigation.  You will need to have, or obtain, as 

much background information as possible about the case specifics, opposing parties, evidence 

and legal strategy.  Attorneys are noted for the client confidentiality – which, unfortunately, they 

tend to extend to the investigator in the form of not presenting the full case to them.  Sometimes 

the claim is that you are being paid to develop this information, others claim that it is 

unimportant – just go interview the witness or uncover the dirt that will benefit them.  This may 

work, I simply do not know because I did not play this way. 

 

There are several benefits to having good background information before heading into any aspect 

of a FFI.  The answer is long, but this analogy will simplify it – if you are preparing for war you 

want all the intel you can get to make the task victorious and effective on all counts.  Knowledge 

is power and having knowledge before an interview detects lies, half-truths and confirms whole 



truths.  It leads to developing additional information and an overall complete picture.  This may 

not be a simple task, and because of that most attorneys and their clients will not see how to 

justify the cost – which is why you must educate and train yourself on the benefits of a 

professional investigation. 

 

The procedures you follow must be retraceable by any other investigator.  You may become ill 

or otherwise unable to continue the investigation, the opposing team may wish to evaluate your 

report and reconstruct your investigation (just as you will do of their case), the case may not 

come to fruition for several years and you may need to either reconstruct or reinvestigate certain 

aspects, or even all of, your case.  Moreover, your case must withstand the legal principles to 

which it is a part of.  As I stated before – only legally obtained information and evidence is 

admissible at trial; nothing else matters in the overall picture. 

 

In addition to legal guidelines and the strategy of your client, there are professional obligations to 

consider.  Our profession is both admired and scrutinized.  We are cheered for our successes and 

blasted for our shortcuts, rightfully so if they are illegal or unethical.  Do not leave your 

investigation to question.  The first line of attack is the evidence, and if that is unsuccessful the 

next line of attack is the gatherer and evaluator of that evidence – usually the investigator and 

expert analyzing the evidence. 

 

Your conclusion, if you validly reach one – as oftentimes you will simply collect data and 

evidence, leaving any conclusion to a qualified expert – may be the basis of the legal strategy 

and subject to extreme scrutiny by the opposing counsel and experts, court and ultimately the 

jury or other finder of fact and truth.  In presenting your conclusion it is important to be fair and 

honest in presenting all issues.  This is another disagreement between some of my colleagues and 

I – they feel this is the job of the opposing party.  In truth, it is everyone‟s job to present and 

evaluate all of the facts. 

 

It would not bring justice to your client to not disclose to them an aspect of your case, that they 

may otherwise rely, that you have evaluated as being deceptive or false; likewise, it you would 

be negligent to obfuscate the issues to bring a better light to your client.  What of finding 

information that would benefit your client, but does not fit the legal strategy being used?  You 

would still disclose it.  Just the same, also present negative information that may alter the legal 

strategy, or even support the any claims of the opposing party.  The legal aspects of disclosure 

are issues the attorneys will consider – but it is your job to investigate, uncover and disclose to 

your client all issues that may affect their case and, ultimately, the outcome. 

 

There are many fine reference books on conducting FFIs effectively and thoroughly.  Many are 

specialized to specific types of cases (i.e. civil wrongful death due to MVAs, or employee theft).  

I strongly suggest delving into the appropriate research material related to what you wish to 

specialize in.  However, to give an example of how a plaintiff‟s investigator might conduct one 

aspect of a potentially extensive case, I have presented an FFI report that outlines the key 

components and steps of the case, as well as the elements of the report that are important to 

evaluating, reconstructing and even recalling your case for testimony. 

  



FACT FINDING INVESTIGATION 

[Case Information Heading] 

I.  CASE INITIATION 

This agency was initially contacted by telephone on January 01, 2006 by Ms. Legal 

Assistant, for Mr. Plaintiff‟s Attorney (Dewey, Cheati, & Howe) requesting availability to 

inspect and photograph the location, together with the equipment, and review the specific 

circumstances of a personal injury incident in that occurred at public Restaurant in Any 

Town, Colorado. 

Specifics were provided by follow-up fax received November 07, 2003. 
II.  CLIENT INSTRUCTIONS 

I contacted Ms. Legal Assistant on January 01, 2006 to review the specifics of the incident 

and case investigation. 

 The Restaurant and Liability Insurance Company [LIC] agreed to a meeting to interview 

available employees and photograph the buffet table setup on September 13, 2003. 

 Considerations included:  water and food temperature, stability of the table, stability of 

the chafer pan [Pan] equipment, proper setup, proper setup supervision and attention and 

proper setup/installation Pan. 

 Perceptual photographs of the establishment and setup; Specific overview photographs of 

the chafer and setup.  

III.  CASE BACKGROUND INFORMATION 

The incident occurred at The Town‟s Favorite Restaurant [Restaurant] located at 123 Busy 

Rd., Fort Collins, CO. 

Ms. Injured Client [Client] attended a private party at the Restaurant on January 01, 2005.  

The Client was in the self-serving line and either:  A). Put her hand on Table 2, which may 

have been unstable; or B). Put her hand on the handle of Pan A; the instability of A or B 

resulting in Pan A tipping and spilling hot water on the Client.  This resulted in second-

degree burns to the Client. 

Present were Mr. Insurance Adjuster, representing LIC; Mr. John Employee, responsible for 

the initial setup; and myself.  Mr. Restaurant Proprietor, Restaurant Owner and Ms. Jane 

Witness, a post-incident witness, presented themselves during the observations. 
IV.  SCENE DESCRIPTION 

The Restaurant is a three-story building consisting of a garden-level area of two separate 

rooms, a mid-level with a large banquet room and the main/upper level consisting of the 

main bar and public area.  The first two levels are generally used for special occasions.  This 

incident took place at the southeast portion of the main floor. 

This area was 15‟7” east-west and 10‟9” north-south.  The south wall had an alcove of 

approximately 4‟x9‟ (not centered), which Table 2 [below] was centered in front of.  The 

room is carpeted in commercial grade emerald-green carpet.  There is a raised 3” wide strip 

of wood screwed into the floor.  This strip is centered and extends the length of the area 



north-south [covered with yellow tape 09/13/2003].  The area is entered from the north by a 

one tread step up, with two partitions approximately 3‟ high on each side of the step. 

Two conference tables were setup in an “L” shape.  The tables are common folding tables 

measuring 29”Hx96”Wx30”D and faux walnut covered –Table 2 is that pictured here.  Table 

1 was north-south; Table 2 was east-west.  Both were covered in emerald green vinyl cloths.  

Table 1 was setup with plates and utensils; Table 2 had four Pans [X] – A. Empty; B. 

Burritos; C. Burritos; D. Rellanos.  All were uncovered, Pan A only is uncovered for 

identification purposes only. 

The Pans are common 5-quart double-boiler aluminum catering chafers, with two Sternos 

under each water tray.  There is a lifting handle on each end of the supporting frame; with the 

tray setup is placed within the supporting frame.  There were two different styles of Pans – 

the Pan is that pictured here.  Each water tray is filled with about 3-3.5cm of water; the food 

tray is placed inside of this pan.  These trays are supported by an aluminum frame on four 

legs.  Pan A was tipped. 
V.  GENERAL OBSERVATIONS 

The Restaurant, inside and outside, was clean and orderly.  This was comparable to my personal past 
experiences and was not, in my opinion, presented as such for my observations.  The patronage of  the 
Restaurant was minimal.  After my introduction to Mr. John Employee, he setup the area as it was at the 
time of  the incident and as I requested. 

I first verified the setup of  the Tables and Pans, specifying which Pan [A] was tipped.  The food tray, as 
indicated in Photograph DSC00864.JPG, is not flush with the heated water tray. 

I requested that Mr. John Employee [below] demonstrate how she was informed the incident happened 
[NOTE:  as indicated below, Mr. John Employee was not a witness to the incident and I provided no details of  
information provided to me].  As indicated in Photograph DSC00864.JPG, Mr. John Employee placed her 
hand in the handle of  the Pan and, with minimal effort to simulate the Client’s actions, was able to tip 
Pan A towards her.  Simultaneously, Table 2 appeared unsteady, but not prior to this demonstration.  This 
demonstration was clearly not intended, as Mr. John Employee released the Pan, causing the Pan to drop 
back down.  This clearly received the attention of  both Mr. Insurance Adjuster and myself.   

Although Table 2 was not highly unstable, it was disturbed to the point of  being able to cause Pan A to 
empty of   water; and per all witnesses and present employees, there was food on the corner walls, behind 
and in front of  Table 2, and the Sternos were dislodged and recovered from under Table 2.  The Sternos 
are fully recessed into a holder to prevent being dislodged. 

Warning signs of “Hot Food”, “Hot Water” or “Do Not Touch” (or similar language) were 

not in place during this session and confirmed not at the time of the incident or available for 

regular use. 
VI.  PHOTOGRAPHS 

Camera:  Sony F171 5 Megapixel Digital Camera (settings on Auto) 

Flash:  Sony HVL-F32X High Grade Flash (settings on Auto-Fill) 

Storage Medium:  Sony Memory Stick Pro 256MB 

Resolution & Graphic Mode:  2560x1920 JPEG 

Date & Time:  November 19, 2003 from 13:26 to 14:26 hours 

Quantity & File Names:  14; DSC00854.JPEG to *867.JPEG  

(duplicate pictures added/renamed Injured Client – Restaurant Pics 11192003 001.JPEG 

to *.014.JPEG) 



Method:  Perceptual photographs of the outside and incident area of the Restaurant and 

90° photographs of the Pan and incident specifics. 

Photograph Descriptions: 

1 & 14 – Start and End Session Identification Cards 

2 & 3 – Outside overall of the Restaurant 

4 – Overall of the incident area from the booth the Client was seated, also showing the Pans 

5 – View of single-tread step, separating walls and wooden strip on floor 

6 – View of three plates (representing how full stacks were setup) on Table 1 

7 – 10 View of Pan (with food tray in place; without food tray and showing water-fill line; 

overall with scale and water-fill line; close-up of scale and water-fill line) 

11 - Mr. John Employee‟s demonstration of position that Client used with the Pan. 

12 – Overall of Table 2 setup with Pan A uncovered for identification 

13 – Overall from incident area to main dining area (Client‟s booth is the second on left; 

centered in photograph) 
VII.  RECORDED STATEMENTS 

Recorded, verbal or written, were not taken. 
VIII.  WITNESS STATEMENTS 

A. Mr. Restaurant Proprietor – not present or personally familiar with the incident.  The 

Client was offered a $25 Gift Certificate. 

B. Mr. John Employee (970/555-0987) – not present during incident; present post-incident.  

Did initial setup and was present immediately following incident.  Spoke with employees 

that witnessed incident. 

1. Observed the Client sitting on the floor with wet clothes on the front and visibly 

shaken and upset. 

2. Observed food on both walls at the corner and on the floor. 

3. Ms. Jane Witness (970/555-4567) – not present during incident; present post-incident. 

4. Observed both Sternos on the floor under Table 2 and extinguished them. 

5. Observed the Client sitting on the floor and assisted her getting up. 

6. Observed food on both walls at the corner and on the floor. 

NOTE:  Other employees present during the incident were not present for this session and 

have not been interviewed. 
X.  INVESTIGATIVE PROCEDURES AND STANDARDS 

Acceptable and standard investigative practices and procedures were used to observe the incident area 
and informally interview employees presented to me. 

Acceptable and standard photographic practices and procedures, based upon those 

recommended by membership in the Evidence Photographers International Council, were 

used to photograph and document the incident area.  The Agency Photography Policy & 

Guidelines are provided with this report. 



IX.  DISPOSTION OF EVIDENCE 

 A Case File Master CD-R [CFM CD-R] was created and concurrently duplicate 

photographic files were created and renamed appropriately to this assignment.  Both sets of 

photographic files are on this CFM CD-R and is maintained by this agency. 

 The CFM CD-R Envelope is labeled and a log created. 

 One duplicate CD-R from the CFM CD-R (so labeled for identification and logged) is 

provided to the client. 

 One set of index prints, labeled per policy for identification, is provided to the client. 

There is no other evidence. 
IV.  CASE AND SUMMARY 

The Restaurant, inside and outside, was clean and orderly.  This was comparable to my 

personal past experiences and was not, in my opinion, presented as such for my observations.  

The patronage of the Restaurant was minimal. 
Mr. John Employee demonstrated how she was informed the incident happened.  As indicated in 
Photograph DSC00864.JPG, Mr. John Employee placed her hand in the handle of  the Pan and, with 
minimal effort to simulate the Client’s actions, was able to tip Pan A towards her.  Simultaneously, Table 2 
appeared unsteady, but not prior to this demonstration.  This demonstration was clearly not intended, as 
Mr. John Employee quickly released the Pan, causing the Pan to drop back down.  This clearly received 
the attention of  both myself  and Mr. Insurance Adjuster.   

Table 2 was not highly unstable; however, if  disturbed it was able to cause Pan A to empty of  water; and 
per all witnesses and present employees, there was food on the corner walls, behind and in front of  Table 
2, and the Sternos were dislodged and recovered from under Table 2. 

Warning signs of “Hot Food”, “Hot Water” or “Do Not Touch” (or similar language) were 

not in place during this session and confirmed not in place at the time of the incident or 

available for regular use. 

As myself and Mr. Insurance Adjuster were leaving the premises, he commented that if my 

client or I needed anything further, to contact him as he was open about the incident and not 

firm in his position, as this was not personal to him but was to Ms. Injured Client. 
V. RECOMMENDATIONS 

This was a preliminary investigation for settlement negotiation.  Recommendations are 

pending review of this information by the parties. 

 

[Case Disclaimer and Closing]



BONUS V 

An Investigative Primer to 

Assets and Liabilities 
 

First, and this is important, you will use the same techniques (but maybe different resources) to 

conduct assets and liabilities investigations, as well as in-depth background investigations, as 

you will for locate investigations.  They are all very similar in technique and purpose.  Asset 

investigations are as complicated and varied as the debtors themselves are. It is therefore 

necessary to discuss the means of acquisition and disposal of assets by the subject, as it relates to 

the discovery of these assets. It is also best to use experience and judgment in determining the 

direction to take. Remember, the goal is to satisfy the case needs as cost-effectively and thorough 

as possible – not as cheaply as possible. 

 

As an investigator, your success in determining assets of any kind is directly proportional to the 

amount, and integrity, of the information available to you. Aside from the necessary addresses, 

employment and  business data, and other vital identifying information (i.e. SSN and birth date), 

it is useful and often necessary to have material and information that indicates the subject's 

interests, hobbies, financial goals, and similar traits, in order to determine where and how to 

begin the investigation.  Ultimately, the goal is to make it as beneficial to the client as possible. 

 

Where to Look 

and What to Look For 
Assets can typically be found hidden among real estate holdings, shell corporations, offshore and 

hidden bank accounts, trusts, transfers to other interests and family members, and alias names – 

especially former and maiden names (their own or spouses). 

 

Begin your investigation by looking at and for the following information: purchased savings and 

treasury bonds, cashiers checks, money orders and traveler's checks.  Look for the transactions 

via bank and credit card statements, checks, auto clubs (AAA), associations, and 

banking/investment institutions. 

 

 Look for large and excessive payments on home, investment, vacation and business 

properties. Also look for these transactions in the form of trades and in-kind accounts 

receivable payments, as large down payments on property, and as "gifts" to family, charities 

and business interests.  

 Look for large sell-offs of investments and property, and for large purchases (including large 

purchases on behalf of family, businesses, trust or other interests). Follow the paper trail to 

and from your subject, especially during time periods immediately before, during and after 

your case – the funds must begin and end somewhere. 

 Look for large or excessive payments to annuities, insurance policies, retirement 

accounts/plans, medical/educational savings accounts, and any reported capital gains, 



especially by family members without the means to have originally obtained the investment. 

Look for these documents and data in your subject's name(s), family members, children, 

spouses (again, former and maiden for everyone), business names and interests. 

 Look for “reverse debit cards”.  This is a credit card in which the subject has made payments 

that create a negative balance, but a positive credit for them.  They can pay thousands of 

dollars to the credit card company and use it similar to a debit card later.  They do not earn 

interest, but their money is secure and seemingly untraceable. 

 Look for investments, ownerships and leases in the names of spouses, children, extended 

relatives, sole-proprietorships, corporations, off-short entities and other forms of ownership 

removed from the subject. 

 

After you have determined where to begin, collect the data and documents necessary to discover 

the information you desire, and begin developing leads and assets. It is important that you look 

for time periods both prior to and subsequent to your case. 

 

Asset activity can be as important as the assets themselves, and in some cases, indications and 

proof of fraud, by acquisition or conveyance, can be as important as the assets themselves. 

 



The Paper Trail 

and Document Discovery 
Recommend to your attorney/client that in their subpoena and discovery motions, request the 

production of several records.  These should include travel logs, expense reports and 

reimbursements, listings of friends, relatives and associates, bank and credit card statements, 

canceled checks, deposit slips, purchase receipts, warranty registrations, telephone records 

(personal, business, calling cards, fax, data and cellular), e-mail records, accounting records 

(manual and computer), account registers (computer and manual), credit reports, tax returns (at 

least 3 years and preferably  more), courier service invoices (local and national), invoices, 

manifests, passports and drivers license/driving records. 

 

Generally, you will use the same techniques and resources to locate assets and liabilities as you 

would to locate the subject themselves.  You need the same general information to start, and you 

are developing much of the same information as you proceed.  The primary difference is that you 

are collecting data, as apposed to reaching one conclusive fact. 

 

Putting It All Together 
Review all available records and documents and compare consolidated reports (account 

registers) with the actual records (checks and deposit slips), and be as thorough as your case 

warrants. Compare these records with other records in the discovery and records you have 

obtained, as well as facts known to the case. In the review process look for notations, unusual 

reporting practices and transactions, omitted information, unexplained changes and unexplained 

discrepancies.  Do not overlook leads to new data, such as travel destinations.  

 

For your client's deposition or other discovery proceeding, the subject may fail to produce tax 

returns, credit reports or other records that are needed. You or your client can possibly obtain 

these by other means. Have any necessary authorization forms available that would allow the 

documents to be requested and released directly to you. This may be the only opportunity to 

request that the subject complete these authorizations. Common forms are general release, 

release for credit reports and an IRS release for tax returns. 

 

It is also a good idea to request original documents and computer program data, and then make 

copies at the office or deposition. Copies can be difficult to authenticate and are easy to alter. A 

chain of evidence will also be intact. 

Finally, after reviewing the documents and other evidence, as with all other investigations, 

follow-up any new leads until you either have exhausted your efforts or met your goal. This is 

one of the most important rules of all investigative processes! 

 

Only careful planning and quality investigative work will produce positive results for both you 

and your client. 

 

Additional Considerations 
 NOTATIONS:  



Checks, memos and other documents usually have notes and reminders. A simple "Fax to 

John @ ABC Investments" is probably a good lead. 

 UNUSUAL REPORTING PRACTICES AND TRANSACTIONS:  
This is one of the first jobs of an IRS examiner - why not use it ourselves! This is usually 

found when comparing computer data to manual data, or registers (statements) to documents 

(checks). The $600 paid to the infrequent house cleaner, on the computer and registers, may 

be endorsed "Jane Doe" payable to "ABC Investments" on the back of the check. 

 OMITTED INFORMATION: 

This is a common occurrence upon close examination. This information is usually found 

when comparing registers (statements) to documents (checks) and accounting books. For 

self-employed individuals or small store operations, it is common to find only checks 

deposited, no cash. Comparing this to monthly expenses usually results in finding that the 

known or derived (from analysis) expenses usually exceeds the reported income. 

 UNEXPLAINED CHANGES:  

These are usually transfers of real and personal property, for no apparent reason, and with 

little or no monetary compensation. A car may be transferred in title, no money is exchanged 

or deposited, and the subject has it in his garage. 

 DISCREPANCIES:  
This usually occurs in accounting practices, as in any of the above examples. This is the key 

to locating hidden assets. 

 LEADS:  
Anything can be a lead, and sometimes leads are indirect. Driving records, passports, fuel 

receipts and other documents may lead to jobs, storage sheds, banks and other unknown 

assets.  This example shows some leads: 

1. Fuel receipts near a storage unit. 

2. Banking in Anytown, 100 miles away from Mytown, found via a credit card dinner 

receipt (with a note on it indicating he had dinner with his investment advisor). 

3. Travel that exceeds the norm for the income level. 

  



BONUS VI 
Conducting Comprehensive Background 

Investigations 
 

You have probably realized by now that the most common and requested investigations are all 

very similar in that the goal is to acquire current and accurate information.  This is true for skip 

tracing, assets and liabilities and, of course background investigations. 

 

Everything you have learned to this point can be applied to background investigations.  One will 

set you apart from the others are the details and depth of your investigations.  Most clients want 

„basic” backgrounds – just the convictions, or just the felonies; but, almost never do they want a 

thorough background investigations.  This is primarily due to the cost – they feel it is too 

expensive, so first you will need to educate them on why it is to their advantage and benefit to be 

as thorough as possible. 

 

Before we get started, let me remind you of the ethics and your responsibilities.  A background 

investigation is also often used as a ruse (just like assets and liabilities investigations) as a means 

to locate someone.  Use the same screening criteria for all clients and all investigations – you are 

under no obligation to accept a case; you are obligated to protect you, your agency, your client 

and the subject, from harm and liability.  You are an impartial finder of the facts.  If, in the 

course of your investigation, your have determined that your client has provided false or 

inaccurate information – cease your case immediately, refund unused monies and do not provide 

any information.  This should be outlined in your contract, as noted earlier, prepared by an 

attorney. 

 

For example, you are asked to do a background on Mary Vanished (birthdate and address 

provided).  Your investigation reveals that Mary Vanished is now known as Mary Hiding (with a 

different address).  It is now very probable that your client was turned down by other 

investigators approached to locate Mary Vanished, and the client wised up and figured out that 

most investigators would think nothing of an innocent background investigation.  For my 

agency, we did not conduct any third-party background investigations (our college-aged daughter 

is dating Joe Unemployed).  Likewise, we did not conduct any investigations in which the client 

did not have all of the necessary and correct information (current address, SSN, DOB, etc.).  One 

exception was for a law firm and an active case.  With that in mind, attorneys are notorious for 

being conniving.  They will ask you to conduct a background (or assets/liabilities) investigation 

without giving the full or correct information – knowing you will turn up a correct address (they 

are getting a free locate investigation).  How did I solve this?  If they informed me up front that 

they did not have accurate and current information I required that I conduct a locate investigation 

first.  Likewise, if they did not disclose this (or, rarely, did not know), I would stop as soon as 

this was determined and request authorization for a locate investigation. 

 

Now for the fun part – a background investigation is, essentially, a locate investigation in which 

you already know where they are.  You are looking at the same records and developing the same 

information.  Why should you charge for a separate investigation if your background 



investigation will reveal a current address?  There are three reasons – 1.  You cannot conduct an 

accurate and comprehensive background investigation if you are given inaccurate information 

from which to base your investigation; 2.  Attorneys collect large retainers but want to use most 

of it for themselves – this means they want to screw you; 3.  Screw them before they screw you – 

charge them for complete and separate investigations, even if you are killing two birds with one 

stone. 

 

On that note, one thing I did offer to do was discount multiple investigations in which one would 

lead into another.  This was a very good tool that encouraged full disclosure of information and 

brought in more cases. 

 

Now, what makes an accurate and comprehensive background investigation?  Information, just 

the same as the other investigations outlined in this book.  Leaving no stone unturned and finding 

all the information possible is what will make the client happy and you successful. 

 

First, verify the address as being current.  If the accident was two years ago, it is possible the 

defendant moved and the filing attorney was not aware of this.  You might find this out if you are 

attempting to serve the legal pleadings which are commencing the legal action.  For this exercise, 

all information is accurate.  Obtain all the records and reports related to the case.  Pick through 

this information and note address history, spouses, relatives, emergency contacts, insurance 

agents, employment, etc. 

 

Do not rely only on a database or online (even direct agency search) records.  As noted earlier, 

this is only summary information and you want detailed information.  There is no harm, and 

actually a great benefit to summary records, but always proceed to detailed records if you can.  I 

always recommended starting my investigations at the most local and current level.  If there was 

a budget, this kept the investigation looking into information the client was certain to be able to 

use.  Second, with current information you could usually find historical information (a current 

arrest record will have prior history).  Where do we look?  Everywhere.  Most clients want only 

convictions – but most people do not have a conviction record; but, nearly everyone has a 

contact record.  I highly recommend checking any office that permits public access to the 

records.  This may include utilities, parking violations, red light and radar cameras, etc. 

 

Start with municipal offices – i.e. courts and police.  With the police department you might find 

that they were a witness, victim or perpetrator of a crime.  The first two certainly were not 

convicted, but it is part of their background and may be good to know. 

 

The next step is obvious – county offices.  In every state the county sheriff is responsible for two 

primary things – maintaining a jail and serving legal process.  They are also the chief law 

enforcement officer of the county.  This agency has both civil and criminal records.  Your 

subject may be a jail inmate or visitor – check both.  They may have requested legal pleadings be 

served, or have been served.  Check the clerk and recorders offices for land deeds, transfers, 

powers of attorney, etc.  This office will record any document you take to them – sort of your 

own personal document archive. 

 

You have now worked your way into the state level.  Most counties and states, and a growing 



number of cities, now have an abundance of information available on for online searching.  

Many now offer interactive online transactions – business registrations, driver‟s license 

renewals, etc.  Search every record available at the state level.  They are responsible for 

imprisonment of one year or more, business records, licenses and registrations, etc.  Many states 

maintain records that originate at the county or municipal level. 

 

Federal records are fairly limited.  There are the federal courts (civil, criminal, bankruptcy, and 

appeals), the federal bureau of prisons, national sex offender searches, etc.  Most of these 

searches are inexpensive, if not free. 

 

As you conduct your investigation be sure and verify the accuracy of the information you were 

provided, develop and find. 

 

For background investigations, more than any other type, it is important to fully understand the 

development and storage of records and information.  To make it simple, I‟ll conduct a 

background investigation on a potential defendant in an automobile collision. 

 

Information provided:  Defendant‟s name (Jesse James Driver), Address (123 Any St., Anytown, 

AS 12345) DOB (01/01/1980), SSN (123-45-6789),  Driver‟s License (98-765-4321), Location 

(1st St. and Smith Ave., Othertown), Vehicle (1999 Dodge Sedan).  These are the basics.  Next, 

determine if you are conducting a criminal or civil background investigation, or possibly both.  

The difference between them is only that with one you are looking for criminal violations and 

history, the other you are looking for civil wrongs (tort actions, evictions, white collar crimes, 

collections, bankruptcies, etc.).  I always recommended both, but that did depend on the purpose 

of the investigation. 

 

First, the social security number decodes to the state and year it was issued (there are several 

internet resources for this).  Include this information in your background investigation). 

 

Mr. Driver was arrest for DUI and a collision resulting in serious injuries to the occupants of the 

other vehicle.  He is an adult and over the legal drinking age (there is a difference – one is 18 

years and the latter is 21 years of age).  This tells me that he will have a driving record (the only 

juvenile record that is public, by default) and a limited adult history. 

 

Driving record reveals several offenses, but few convictions.  They were in three municipalities 

and two counties.  Obtain copies of the tickets (front and back) and review the entire case file.  

From this I can determine past addresses, relatives, employment, telephone numbers (including 

cell phones), vehicle history, insurance agent, driving patterns and offense patterns. 

 

The municipal courts also show that he was picked up for petty offense shoplifting.  He also 

reported that a vehicle was vandalized while at a girlfriend‟s house.  The municipal clerks office 

has a record for an alarm registration for his residence and a municipal sales tax license. 

 

The county courts have bonding information, charge and conviction information, and past 

probation information.  There is also an eviction from three years ago, while in college.  At that 

address were several reports for disturbing the peace and an underage alcohol possession 



infraction.  The clerk and recorders office had his voter registration, changed from another 

county. 

 

In the federal courts all that is found is a bankruptcy proceeding in which he was a creditor to a 

former roommate (related to the prior eviction).  He currently holds a judgment that has yet to be 

fully collected.  The national sex offender registry also indicates that he has registered in the city 

for a conviction in another state when he was 16.  The details of this conviction are not available, 

it is the date of registration that reveals this.  Add this state and all levels of records to your list. 

 

You will cycle through in a similar fashion for all the records and resources you review and leads 

developed.  Continue to review all of the information you have gathered and verified, repeating 

all the steps until you have satisfied yourself and the client that your investigations accomplished 

the tasks.  It is important to keep in mind that some investigations are limited by statute (pre-

employment investigations typically have a seven year limit).  There may also be restrictions on 

what you can report (pre-employment investigations typically allow only for convictions, 

sometimes only felony).  Of course there are exceptions and other regulations – be informed 

before you begin.  Likewise, criminal investigations that will be used to either prosecute or 

defend a charge need only be concerned with the elements of the crime.  There is no justification 

for exceeding your mandate and purpose.  If your subject is a female your job may be many 

times more difficult, but you must be just as thorough. 

 

 



BONUS VII 

Your Digital Identity 
 

Much has been said lately concerning issues of privacy, the Internet, information and identity 

theft. These issues are actually relatively complex, but as investigators there is a great deal that 

can be understood and used to your benefit. 

 

As you now know - information comes from only two sources: public and private records. How 

these records are compiled, maintained and ultimately disseminated is the present concern of 

most individuals. 

 

Together these half billion records form a profile of nearly every individual. However, these 

records, as a whole, are never combined - that is a nearly impossible task. It is the individual bits 

and pieces of public and private records that are retrieved and consolidated to form demographic 

studies, telemarketing lists and investigative databases. 

 

Until recently, individuals had no concerns about providing their personal information to enter 

contests, apply for credit, warranty registrations and other tasks. This information has been 

compiled over the decades and is now worth millions of dollars to various companies and 

government agencies - everyone makes money from information. 

 

Due to various frauds, schemes and identity theft concerns, individuals have become more 

cautious in divulging information. More importantly, the government and our sources are getting 

more restrictive. Our sources compile data from little known origins, such as warranty 

registrations and grocery customer cards.  Check for willful practices such as credit applications 

and loan documentation. Today everything is a record, and with a few exceptions, every record 

(or portions of them) are bought and sold. This practice has gone on for decades and there is no 

stopping it – slowing it down yes; and we are experiencing this now. Consumers are asking for 

"justice" and "legislation" to protect them, when they are the very problem. This information 

flow is getting tighter in an attempt to protect the consumer from fraud and identity theft. 

 

Every individual has key identifiers that by themselves are enough for a skilled investigator to 

make efficient use of in developing background information, such as for employment or judicial 

purposes; or locate that person for child support or similar reasons. By this same token, a skilled 

and innovative criminal can make illicit use of the very same limited data, using other illegal 

means to pursue yet more illegal acts. The most important difference to remember is that a 

criminal does not care about statutes and legislation - they care about means, and they do not use 

the same means as an investigator or similar professional. 

 

Besides identifiers, other data that is collected and clandestinely used includes  spending habits, 

reading habits and hobbies – traits that we do not consider "valuable", but your local grocer, 

telemarketer or charitable organization does. These companies do not make all of their money 

from you directly; they make a great deal of it indirectly by selling non-personal demographic 

data. 

 



First, we need to see what information you give to a store clerk when you purchase something 

with a check. That little piece of paper has told the world what you bought, where, how much 

and maybe how often. What of the information pre-printed on the check? Within this document 

you have included your full name, spouse's name, address and telephone number; as well as your 

bank, branch and account number. 

 

Some checks have the month and year you opened the account. You may even include your 

driver's license or social security numbers. Your signature is on it, and if the clerk asks - daytime 

(work) telephone number and maybe a credit card number to guarantee it. Equifax and other 

check guarantee companies will now allow certain businesses to request that subject data be 

tracked and notified when a check is tendered – providing all of the data from this check to the 

business, usually collection agencies and similar businesses – including investigators and skip-

tracers. 

 

The scenario is the exact same for telephone fraud, except you tell the phone operator 

everything! Individuals contribute more to potential identity theft than any information company 

ever will, or any legislation can ever hope to stop.  In essence, we should not assume our private 

lives are so private, and further, that our privacy is invaded by computers. The computers simply 

make everything that has been accessible, accessible differently, and with a little ingenuity, a 

benefit to every investigator. 

 

What is the point to this information? Two things really – a little thought and insight into how 

these processes work will help you; and a lot of caution in how you use your skills and resources 

is necessary. We do not want to continue contributing to the demise of our resources, and 

ultimately our ability to continue assisting the public with judgment and child support 

enforcement, collections, personal injury work, criminal defense and background investigations. 



BONUS VIII 

Mobile “Branch Office” 
 

The investigators of yesterday worked a large amount of their cases by beating the pavement. 

Today we are able to conduct many investigations by phone and databases, or at least the 

preliminary work. We are able to better prepare ourselves for surveillance, interviews, missing 

persons, backgrounds and other assignments. We are able to do an endless amount of research 

without leaving our office. What about all the time we do spend away from our office? 

 

I specialize in missing persons and identity theft, together with asset locates and background 

investigations. I field many calls inquiring if we charge for travel to other destinations to conduct 

these types of cases. To date I have never traveled to work any of these cases, although many 

investigative specialties do require travel; and I am in the field for various reasons about half of 

the time. How can an agency conduct investigations, keep in touch and constantly work while 

traveling across town or across the country? 

 

Today's technology allows many professionals, including investigators, to telecommute and 

work from locations other than the main office. Many of us are always on the move and 

searching for more personal and professional time. We are also looking to better client 

communications, investigate from anywhere and expand our office efficiency. 

 

My family thinks I am a technology freak, and I may be; but I strive more for time, efficiency 

and an increased bottom line for my operations. I operated from my home office and mobile 

office; now that permits me to work more efficiently in my new government job as a Death 

Investigator / Deputy Coroner. I have taken work with me on emergencies and short trips. I can 

presently travel and work anywhere in the country, and add almost no additional costs after the 

initial equipment investment and regular monthly charges. 

 

My home office is very similar to most: desktop computer, office and fax lines, printer and fax 

machine. My mobile office is also similar, or at least has the same capabilities: laptop computer, 

cellular phone, data connection, faxing capabilities and printing/scanning. I also use pager 

voicemail instead of an answering machine or phone company voicemail. 

As I begin to reveal this setup, you will see how I can send and receive faxes and email, conduct 

research via Internet gateways, and communicate with all current and potential clients directly. I 

do this without busy signals, missing a call or fax and from anywhere, and making the most use 

of my time and resources. 

 

All of this is put together using wireless services and phone company features. My office and 

cellular phone are both equipped with Call Waiting, Caller ID, 3-Way Calling and Call 

Forwarding. My office did have two lines - voice and data/fax; now I have high-speed wireless 

access.  When I did have two lines, I permanently forwarded my fax line to a free fax delivery 

service (www.callwave.com). This serves several purposes: 

 Never busy fax; 

 Archived faxes; 

 Delete unwanted faxes and conserve paper waste; 



 Faxes delivered anywhere I can receive email (including my mobile office); 

 Permanent Internet connection or uninterruptible second voice line; 

 I can fax out and receive simultaneously. 

 

I transitioned to only a cellular phone (which also receives faxes, browses the Internet and 

checks my email) when I became more mobile than stationary.  For my office line I had 3-Way 

Calling and Call Waiting, is the equivalent of two phone lines.  The Caller ID allows me to 

screen my calls, letting Delayed Call Forwarding send unanswered calls to my voicemail when 

necessary. Using both types of call forwarding (Delayed and Immediate) provides several 

benefits. 

 

Immediate Call Forwarding: 

 Never miss a call when you forward the office line to your cell phone; or 

 Never miss a message when you forward it to your pager or voicemail; 

 Free the phone line and avoid busy signals, unanswered rings and answering machines by 

forwarding to voicemail after hours. 

Delayed Call Forwarding: 

 Quit worrying about missed calls and busy signals by automatically sending unanswered 

calls to your voicemail. 

 

This mobile office was inexpensive due to the many benefits it provided: recovered lost and 

wasted time, increased client and public contact and overall productivity and efficiency. 

 Unlimited nationwide Internet connection provides database access, faxing (both send and 

receive) and email from anywhere. 

 Cellular service keeps me in touch with clients. The "No Roaming/No Toll Charges" 

eliminates complex record keeping and cost concerns. 

 Forwarding my office phone "adds" another line for my assistant to use while I am gone - 

increasing my office productivity. 

 

In addition, I was also able scan all case files to save space, archive and transfer them to my 

laptop for immediate review by my clients or me. I started making extensive use of Adobe 

Acrobat for cross platform document filing.  You can send a 30 page "fax" by email free. 

 

The investment I that I made in equipment and services may not be suited, either financially or 

by need, to every investigator. A careful look at your needs and what is available will surely 

increase your efficiency and productivity. Your goals in business should always be increasing 

your income, profit potential and serving your client better are the goals. 

  



BONUS IX 

Efficient Communications 
 

My agency started out as a one-man operation with only an answering machine and word 

processor in the corner of my bedroom. Over the years, I have added pagers, cell phones, 

computers, a fax machine, as well as Internet and database services and a “branch office” in my 

vehicle. A good communications system is one of the most important areas for any small 

business, especially an investigative agency. 

 

In addition to the requirements, your specialization requires (cameras, databases, etc.) all 

agencies rely heavily on the telephone and related services to operate smoothly.  Your telephone 

is usually your initial and subsequent contacts with a client; faxing and email are important for 

written communication and the Internet gateways and databases are used for many types of 

investigations. 

 

I‟m a technology junkie and with all of the technology and phone company services now 

available (both free and low cost) I am still puzzled when I contact, or am contacted by, other 

investigators that still have just a single phone line and anything beyond that seems impractical 

and not worth investing in. Yet they have a computer system complete with Internet and database 

access. 

 

With all of this being necessary, I still find investigators using one phone line, sometimes shared 

with a family or associates and assistants. On this single telepone line, they try to cram business 

and family needs, faxing, Internet and database services, as well as other needs. This spells D-I-

S-A-S-T-E-R for both you and your clients – but there is help. 

 

To offset some of these problems many will, as I once did, use a digital pager to receive business 

calls. If you must use a pager at the very least use a voice mail service – it sounds more 

professional than entering a phone number. The major drawback is that in today‟s world people 

do not want to wait for a return call – they want to speak to someone, and if they constantly 

reach a pager or other device, they will eventually just call another agency. Consider trying to 

fax documents to an office and having a child answer, being asked to hold while the fax is 

connected or (the worst) being asked to call back so the fax can answer. 

Over the years, I have looked back and wondered – why did I do that? In my opinion, there is no 

reason for presenting a bad image over the telephone. Why?  Simple, there are just too many 

services that are inexpensive or free, that will enhance your phone presence, and therefore your 

overall agency image. I hope to present some of these common problems and associated 

solutions for incoming and outgoing calls, incoming and outgoing faxes, and Internet and 

database services. 

 

With the many services the phone companies offer today, you can truly make your phone system 

a powerful tool for your investigative agency. These services include Call Forwarding, Custom 

Ringing, Custom Ringing Forwarding, Delayed Call Forwarding, Selective Call Forwarding, 

Call Transfer and more. You do not need all of these different services, just a few select ones to 

compliment each other and assist you. Many of these services will differ in name and function 



from baby bell to baby bell, but all are relatively the same or similar. How can all of this, and a 

few more goodies, broaden the use of your phone system? Putting any of these to use with voice 

mail, fax mail, Internet fax, pagers and cell phones will both increase your line capacity at little 

or no charge and keep your clients in touch with you as needed.  

 

First, if you operate a home office you must have a separate business line from your home 

telephone line. For the purposes of this article, I will not include the home line in my examples. 

In addition, the initial contact with a potential client is usually by telephone and your telephone 

manners may determine if you get past the initial phone call. I have found the following tips to 

be helpful: 

 ALWAYS have your telephone answered by a live and knowledgeable person. Questions 

that cannot be answered or waiting for return calls usually leads to another agency being 

called. 

 ALWAYS answer with a smile (it does reflect through) and friendly greeting. DO NOT 

answer “Hello” or “Bob”. Instead use a complete statement such as “Good afternoon, 

Investigations, this is Bob”. This puts the potential client at ease and tells them you will 

listen. 

 

Of course incoming and outgoing calls are your agencies phone priority and missing a call, 

whether it be from a current or potential client, is not good. Depending on your particular 

situation or needs, there are a couple of ways to take care of this, and I will expand on this later: 

 Have an answering service or voice mail as a backup when you cannot answer your phone. 

Provide your pager and cell numbers here, as opposed to giving clients too many numbers to 

keep track of. 

 If possible, have your phone forwarded to a cell phone, voice mail or pager and eliminate the 

need for answering services and having your clients calling several different phone numbers 

to reach you. If you use an answering service or secretary, ask them to transfer calls to you. 

 

Keep in mind that the cost of a cell phone is cheaper than answering services and is more 

efficient. They are also generally less than the overall costs of calling cards or pay phones, and 

pay for themselves in time saved and clients earned from being able to stay in contact. If a cell 

phone is not practical for you, I do recommend a pager with voice mail over an answering 

machine. 

 

Probably the next most annoying problem is faxing. This problem ranges from not having one 

available (at least have a fax service number handy for emergencies) to having trouble getting 

one to go through. It is very costly to make regular use of a faxing service (such as Kinko‟s or a 

mail center), to say the least of confidentiality! Many avoid having a fax machine because they 

feel a second line would be both unnecessary and cost prohibitive. This is not true, but if a 

second phone line is not possible, there are a couple of easy solutions: 

1. Fax mail or Internet fax delivery services are readily and inexpensively available.  



2. A custom ringing number and a dedicated fax machine and switching box that will detect and 

route these calls.  These do not eliminate the problem of trying to fax out or use data services on 

one line, but it does eliminate the portion of the problem that most annoys a client – not being 

able to fax documents to you. 

 

Many agencies use online services for databases, Internet and email. If you are adding these 

services to your business, you must have at least two phone lines dedicated to your business. 

Operating two services on one line is difficult, three is very difficult – but if you must do it, I will 

provide some solutions later in this section. 

 

Having instant or ready access to databases and faxes, while being able to have a conversation, is 

truly something your clients will appreciate and remember. Some examples are: 

Client: “I need you to look at a document for me – when can I send it to you?”  

Agency: “Right now. You can fill me in while I look it over.” 

Client: “I have a hearing in 30 minutes and need a list of the defendant‟s real property. When can 

you get that and get it over to me?” 

Agency: “Give me a minute and I‟ll tell you what I find and get it faxed to you.” 

 

The efficiency of the agency is positively reflected here. I could show you how these two 

scenarios would play out using only one shared phone line, but that is behind us now. I do 

understand that a second phone line may initially seem cost prohibitive, but if you look at the 

hidden and additional costs of having only one phone line you will change your mind. If you still 

must (hopefully temporarily) use one business line, please follow these tips: 

1. Use Call Forwarding to a pager with voice mail, which is friendlier and easier to the client 

than digital pagers. 

2. Use Call Waiting and Three-way Calling. This will “add” an additional line for incoming and 

outgoing calls for a minimal fee. 

3. Use Custom Ringing as your fax number. With this, use either a fax machine or a switch box 

that will route the calls to the fax without your input or interruption. 

4. Use an Internet fax service to receive faxes in your email, or use phone company faxmail. For 

example, use Custom Ringing and have the phone company forward this number to the Internet 

or fax mail service. This will give you a never busy/dedicated fax line, separate from your voice 

line. 

 

Having two phone lines, one for voice and one for fax/data, certainly makes everything easier for 

you and, most importantly, for your clients and potential clients. For your voice line I 

recommend either: 



 An answering machine and Call Waiting or; 

 Delayed Call Forwarding to phone company voicemail, your pager voice mail or your cell 

phone. 

 

Do not use Call Waiting on your data/fax line – this will cause many problems with interruptions 

and dropped connections. 

 

Many phone and pager companies offer fax mail and voice mail, and several Internet companies 

offer free or low cost fax delivery service to your email address – the best, with many options, is 

www.callwave.com. When I needed a data line, I permanently forwarded my local fax number to 

one of these services.  Now I use only the local Internet fax number and have realized these 

benefits: 

1. An “additional” phone line for the cost of forwarding ($5 or less) and my long distance 

charges to the number (less than $10, about 250 pages). 

2. Never busy fax – no more having to shorten my online time to receive a fax and my clients do 

not have to keep trying to send one. 

3. Never miss another fax because the machine is down or you ran out of paper.  

4. With faxes in your email they are available anywhere you can get email, and you can save 

paper and archive your faxes. 

 

If you have a cell phone or pager, you can forward your business line to these devices and never 

miss a call or be out of touch. If you have an assistant or receptionist, they can transfer important 

calls to you directly. Using the forwarding and transfer features will give your assistant an 

“additional” line to use while you are out, increasing their productivity. 

 

I used the above ideas in my private work and increased my productivity and business, just by 

being in touch. I was able to act and react to a client‟s needs without hesitation because they can 

reach me without delays, interruptions or busy signals. With all of this, it is my understanding 

that my agency reflects the capabilities of those much larger. 

 

Using any or a combination of the services your local telephone company offers can greatly 

increase the benefits you derive from your phone system. 

 Caller ID and Call Waiting ID may help you determine if you should answer the call or let 

it go to voice mail. 

 Three Way Calling allows you to have conference calls or put one call on hold and place 

another call, just like having a second line. 

 Call Waiting allows you to receive a call while already engaged in one – no more busy 

signals for your client. 

 Call Forwarding will immediately forward all calls to any number you program. 

 Delayed Call Forwarding is always on, but only forwards the call after 3 or 4 rings, to any 



number you program. 

 Custom Ringing Call Forwarding will forward only your Custom Ringing number. Useful 

for fax machines and other devices. 

 Selective Call Forwarding will forward only calls from numbers that you select.  This is 

may be useful for emergency or after-hours calls or special clients. 

 Custom Ringing provides a second telephone number that rings on the single phone line, but 

with a distinct ringing pattern.  Many telephone switching boxes (and computer faxing 

software) will detect this distinct ringing and route the call to the appropriate device (i.e. 

voice/answering machine or fax machine). 

 



ARTICLES BELOW – AMEND AND ADD TO APPROPRIATE 

CHAPTERS. 
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As professional investigators, ethics are our moral compass.  Ethics may originate 

in licensing statute, association code of ethics and professional ethics by way of 

our client, such as acting as an attorney‟s agent and falling under the Rules of 

Professional Conduct [PRC] – which may be entitled differently by state.  Most 

state bar associations have adopted and modeled their PRC after those of the 

American Bar Association [ABA].  Legal investigators universally subscribe to 

those outlined in „Code of Professional Conduct‟ by Kitty Hailey, CLI.  Even in 

Colorado, which presently has no professional licensing, there are ethics – either 

by membership in an association, which is selective, or as acting as an agent for 

an attorney.  That is, unless you follow the reasoning of a District Court Judge in 

Colorado.  In a recent ruling, he determined that private investigators have no 

ethics requirements because there is no licensing.  Specifically, concerning private 

investigators and ethics in Colorado, “… there is no ethical code that can be 

established …” or enforced by the court.
1
 

 

There are many issues of ethics for investigators – from those promulgated by 

each of our own state associations, other professional associations we may belong 

to, and those specific to the investigator-attorney relationship.  Much of our 

investigative work involves an attorney relationship, or similar, in civil and 

criminal cases.  Common ethical issues that arise include:  using a ruse and false 

identities, personal or other inappropriate contact with a represented opposing 

party, surreptitiously recording conversations, entering onto private property or 

other prohibited area, and even extending any contact (lawful or not) with a party 

into a relationship (i.e. business, social or personal) that is beyond the scope of the 

assignment.  Consideration in many states, and with the RPC, is dependent on if 

the investigator was retained by an attorney, if the parties are represented by an 

attorney, or if the party retains the investigator directly. 

 

Working for the attorney creates a relationship in which the investigator is the 

agent of the attorney (American Bar Association RPC Rule 5.3 referring to Rule 

4.2).  This relationship requires that the investigator follow the same rules (ethics, 

procedures and evidence) as the attorney.  Working directly for a private party is 

generally not applicable – but consider how your work product will be used. 

 

In the course of investigations, as an example a witness interview, it is generally 

unethical to give a leading or misleading statement as it may produce a response 

that would not otherwise be the normal words of the subject.  Although ruses and 

                                                 
1 Kelly v. Kelly, Archuleta County District Court (Colorado) 



pretexts are a form of obtaining information, it is incumbent upon the investigator 

to use them with caution and at the direction of the representing attorney.  If the 

welfare or safety of children is of concern, the safety of the children is an exigent 

and overriding consideration.  An invasion of privacy occurs when a person 

encroaches upon the place of solitude or seclusion, and such encroachment is 

highly offensive to the reasonable person.  This includes using deceit or trickery.  

This may or may not be physical trespassing.  This may occur by phone, email, 

fax and email – any form of communication or interaction. 

 

As with Colorado, Texas is a one-party consent state for surreptitious recordings 

of communication.  Only 12 states are two-party consent states (California, 

Connecticut, Florida, Illinois, Maryland, Massachusetts, Michigan, Montana, 

Nevada, New Hampshire, Pennsylvania and Washington
2
).  The rules of ethics do 

not bar an investigator, retained directly by a private party and not falling under 

the direction of an attorney, from using deception and trickery in such 

communication and surreptitiously recording the same.  That is not to endorse the 

activity, only that it is not otherwise verboten.  However, a ruse and the recording 

while employing deception and trickery to elicit statements that the subject may 

not otherwise make in a private conversation remains a gray area. 
 
In Texas, an attorney and therefore any agent, “shall not … Communicate or 
cause another to communicate on the subject of the representation with a party 
he know[s] to be represented by a lawyer in that matter unless he has the prior 
consent of the lawyer representing such other party or is authorized by law to do 
so.”3  Attorneys and their agents, including private investigators, cannot contact 
represented parties.  It should be noted that an employee of a business entity is 
not a party to the action and can be contacted. 
 

Also in Texas, pursuant to DR 8.04(a)(3), “… attorneys may not electronically 

record a conversation with another party without first informing that party that the 

conversation is being recorded.  It was concluded that, although the recording of a 

telephone conversation by a party thereto did not per se violate the law, attorneys 

were held to a higher standard.  The committee reasoned that the secret recording 

of conversations offended most persons' concept of honor and fair play.  

Therefore, attorneys should not electronically record a conversation with another 

party, without first informing that party that the conversation was being 

recorded.”  An attorney may advise his or her client that both Texas and federal 

law permit the client to electronically record conversations without first informing 

the other parties involved, where the equities of the situation merit such advice.  

                                                 
2 Reporters Committee for Freedom of the Press:  Cal. Penal Code §§ 631, 632; Conn. Gen. Stat.§ 52-570d; Fla. Stat. Ann. § 934.03; 
Ill. Rev. Stat. ch.720, para. 5/14-1 to 5/14-6; Md. Code Ann., Cts. & Jud. Proc. § 10-402; Mass. Ann. Laws ch. 272, § 99; Mich. Comp. 
Laws § 750.539c; Mont. Code Ann. § 45-8-213; Nev. Rev. Stat. Ann. § 200.620, as interpreted in Lane v. Allstate Ins. Co., 969 P.2d 938 
(Nev. 1998) (holding that Nevada wiretap statute requires all-party consent); N.H. Rev. Stat. Ann. § 570-A:2;18 Pa. Cons. Stat. Ann. 
§§ 5703, 5704; Wash. Rev. Code § 9.73.030. 

3 University of Houston Law Center - University of Houston Law Center – Texas Code of Professional Conduct; DR 7-104 
Communicating With One of Adverse Interest 



An attorney, however, may not circumvent his or her ethical obligations by 

requesting that clients secretly record conversations to which the attorney is a 

party.  Under these circumstances, the attorney would be ethically required to 

advise the other parties of the electronic recording, in advance.  An attorney may 

not solicit the aid of his or her clients to undertake an action that the attorney is 

ethically prohibited from undertaking.
4
 

 

Because surreptitious recording of conversations or statements by an attorney may 

involve an element of trickery or deceit, it is generally improper for an attorney to 

engage in surreptitious recording even if the recording is legal under state law.  

For the same reason, a lawyer generally may not direct or even authorize an agent 

to surreptitiously record conversations, and may not use the „fruit‟ of such 

improper recordings.  In Colorado there are two exceptions:  1.  Criminal defense 

cases in which exculpatory evidence is expected to be obtained and which may 

not otherwise be obtained; and 2.  The attorney‟s private conversations.  I have 

not found a related exception for Texas. 

 

Pretexting is simply the means that an investigator may use by representing 

himself in such a way that the subject makes admissions or statements and that the 

subject would not otherwise have uttered, or providing evidence that the 

investigator would not otherwise have obtained.  This includes the use of an 

investigator undercover, such as an agent for a business or company.  Acting as an 

agent, including undercover, for the government presents a different set of rules 

and considerations – including Constitutional rights.  The ABA RPC provides 

certain exceptions for investigative procedures for criminal cases.  Generally, 

there are no exceptions in civil cases (see below).  It is often that a criminal case 

will also result in a civil action for damages.  An example would be bootlegging, 

or the illegal copying and distribution of software or movies, and similar 

trademark and copyright infringement.  Other examples include workplace theft, 

sexual harassment and theft of intellectual property.  All of these may use pretexts 

to obtain information and intelligence of a person‟s wrongdoing and does not 

violate the ABA RPC.  Using a pretext for the purposes of obtaining basic 

information about alleged wrongful, or criminal, acts is not a violation of the 

rules.  Similarly, it has been viewed that similar pretexting may be used in civil 

matters – such as workplace hiring or housing discrimination. 

 

„Secret Shoppers‟ has also been a long held acceptable practice and does not 

constitute any material representation on the part of the investigator or the facts.  

In consideration of all pretexts is any undue influence of the actions – from using 

false identities to false information – which may materially mislead the subject 

and cause the utterance of statements or other actions that would not otherwise 

occur.  This is simply the investigator going beyond the action of posing as a 

consumer, co-worker, employee or other position. 

                                                 
4 University of Houston Law Center - University of Houston Law Center – Texas Code of Professional Conduct; Ethics Opinion and 
Discussion 514 



 

As private investigators may work primarily in, or find themselves often involved 

in, civil and criminal cases in which there is an attorney-investigator relationship, 

there are some important considerations.  We have covered, in generalities, that 

the investigator cannot record a conversation without disclosure, and the 

investigator cannot use deceit or trickery to obtain a statement that the subject 

would not have otherwise provided.  In criminal cases there are exceptions.  It 

may come as a surprise to some, hopefully not, but investigators cannot break the 

law – they cannot commit criminal acts and can be held civilly responsible for 

other inappropriate actions.  The days of using lock picks to enter a residence or 

office, such as seen on television, are long gone – and were never legal. 

 

To my clients and colleagues, I regularly promote my five recognized Qualities of 

a Professional Investigator.  They are simple and add strength to our ethical and 

professional considerations.  One of them states, “Responsible and Ethical 

Conduct:   

Every component of the investigation has evidentiary considerations.  
Professional Investigators hold themselves to a higher standard and 
leaves no question as to the admissibility of their evidence.  Information 
without ethics is not evidence.”5 
 

The duty of the professional private investigator is to hold themselves to a higher 

standard, conduct all assignments legally and ethically, and to assure that the 

fruits of their work are without any associated flaws that could find both their 

reputation and work product tainted.  It is not just the reputation and work product 

of the investigator that becomes questioned, but that of the client and particularly 

the attorney-client.  It is incumbent upon the investigator to know the client, the 

case, and the Rules of Professional Conduct, as well as any applicable association 

ethics rules, and the Rules of Evidence.  If you are not sure – ask before you act, 

keeping in mind that not all attorneys know the law and some may not be current 

on ethics as it relates to your actions.  We are professionals – not slimy peeping 

toms, as one state representative in Colorado recently referred to private 

investigators.  
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There are often questions of how to obtain forwarding addresses and information 

for owners of a post office box from the post office, as well as mail drop boxes.  

Historically, this was free for the asking, and then was two or three dollars under 

a standard Freedom of Information Act request.  Privacy advocates and events of 

misuse were the underlying cause for then Postmaster General Runyon to 

completely bring to an end the release of any information.  Active campaigning 

for a change, and exception, created a set of new policies that are still 

misunderstood, even by postal clerks, and the form we have today 

(http://www.usps.com/foia/_rtf/39CFR265-266.rtf).  This form must either be 

on your agency letterhead, or contain the same information as would be on a 

letterhead.  There are a few components to consider, and in this article the 

purpose will be for general legitimate investigative purposes.  These components 

are: 

 Change of Address – personal (physical address) 

 Change of Address – business (physical address) 

 Boxholder Information – personal 

 Boxholder Information – business 

 Maildrop box – change of address and owner information (Commercial 
Mail Receiving Agencies – CMRA) 

 

First, it is important to understand that the USPS must deliver all mail as 

addressed, unless there is a directive from the addressee to do otherwise.  

Delivery at CMRAs is limited to only those listed on the rental form, as are post 

office boxes.  If mail is addressed to John Doe at a physical address, and he has 

never lived there or moved five years ago, the mail will still be delivered in the 

absence of a directive not to.  This becomes important to know later. 

 

Post office boxes are regulated under the Domestic Mail Manual (DMM) D900 – 

Other Delivery Services 

(http://pe.usps.com/archive/html/dmmarchive0810/D910.htm).  The box is rented 

using form 1093.  The customer must keep this information updated.  Maildrop 

boxes are subcontractors of the USPS and must follow the same rules.  The renter 

must complete a form 1583, which must also be current.  However, it is usually 

much simpler to request that the responsible Postmaster obtain the requested 

information, requesting compliance with DMM D900 and form 1583 verification.  

http://www.usps.com/foia/_rtf/39CFR265-266.rtf
http://pe.usps.com/archive/html/dmmarchive0810/D910.htm


The records of a business user of a post office box is still a matter of public 

record.  Ask to speak to the post office box clerk for this information and 

procedure.  For personal post office box ownership information and physical 

address, use the above dual-purpose USPS form.  For change of addresses for 

both business and personal at a physical address, use the dual-purpose form.  The 

form is basic and there are a few tweaks that can be made to make the form more 

useful for our purposes.  I have done so for nearly 20 years in this current format 

and, with a few easily cleared up issues due to the clerk‟s lack of procedural 

knowledge, have had no problems. 

 

Working down the form, first be very clear that you are requesting the new 

delivery address, or the name and street address for a boxholder.  Add to this a 

request that any new address and/or post office box information be checked for 

any new change of address or physical address.  Do not count on this being done 

– if you get a new address or post office box, send another request to verify this 

information.  The next item is to add 'and all other occupants' to the names - there 

may be an alias that you are unaware of (that is what I tell USPS - plus it may 

help to know who else lived there).  The next issue is your capacity to request this 

information – our exception is only as process servers, not as private 

investigators.  Your request must be for the purpose of current or anticipated 

litigation and you must have, and cite, the appropriate authority to serve process 

(i.e. Colorado Revised Statutes is sufficient).  Next, there may not be a case filing 

number.  On the form is requested a case number, and it is acceptable to put any 

appropriate case number (administrative hearing, civil or criminal case, etc. – but 

not an internal case number); „To be filed – pending service‟ is acceptable.  A 

case number is not required.  The balance of this article are some useful tips that 

are not on the form, but can (and should) be, and some procedural information.  

The balance of the form is self-explanatory. 

 

Contrary to what some USPS clerks still attempt, these requests are not required 

to be mailed or hand delivered – they can also be faxed and almost (by now I 

think all) post offices have a fax machine.  I have not found that any will accept 

by email because that would require a personal email, problematic for them and 

your „contact‟ may be on vacation for two weeks.  So, feel free to fax your 

request, with your own notation fax back the form and requested information.  

Yes, they can – there is no policy that they cannot or that it must be mailed back 

to you.  If they try fudging on their own DMM policies - have them produce the 

actual postal regulation, not a postal station rule, for any of their 'that's just the 

way we do it' rules.  I caution this because in my 20 years of using this form I still 

run into those issues.  My form has a big bold box with „Time sensitive for trial – 

Please Return by Fax to: (###) ###-####‟.  This is right next to my signature 

block, and it helps (they will fax long distance only if you give a toll-free 

number).  Before faxing, call to confirm that you are sending to the appropriate 

station or substation and then follow up, these requests are famous for getting lost. 

 



Keep in mind that forwarding orders expire after one year (they are on file for two 

years).  Because of this tidbit of two years on file - also add to the form „Please 

check expired files and refer to the carrier of necessary‟.  The latter notation is 

that carriers often know things not on requested or provided for on the form.  As 

noted at the beginning of this article, mail must be delivered as addressed unless 

instructed differently - which can only be via a COA form.  So, if you try to mail 

me something to an old address delivery will be attempted - which may be noted 

on the form returned to you.  The replies that can be provided are: 

 Moved – No Forwarding Address 

 Delivered as Addressed [does not mean it is a valid address, see 
above] 

 Forwarding Order Expired [this does tell you they moved at least a 
year prior] 

 

Dave Stein, of Inquest Investigations, Northport, NY, compiled the following 

information in his quest to make these requests really work for our profession. 

  

If the information you receive proves to be false or at least not current you can 

write an additional request to the same Post Office, delivered by the same method 

asking and compelling them to update their records as required by the following 

sections of the USPS Domestic Mail Manual.  The following contains the 

pertinent sections of the DMM, allowing you to prepare a simple letter with the 

following pertinent sections.  The full text of the USPS Domestic Mail Manual is 

available at: 

http://www.usps.com/publications/manuals/welcome.htm  

 

SAMPLE NOTICE TO USPS: 

I wanted to alert you that the Form 1093 for the above customer is not 

current.  The address information we received was outdated, indicating that 

the the address in your files as submitted on USPS Form 1093 is no longer 

correct.  As you know, the Domestic Mail Manual has remedies for failure to 

update USPS Form 1093. 

  

DMM Section 508.4.3.a1 states that the applicant must complete all required 

items on USPS Form 1093 ... Furnishing false information on the application ... 

may be sufficient reason for denial of the application or discontinuance of service. 

  

DMM Section 508.4.3.a4 stats that when any information required on USPS Form 

1093 changes, the box customer must update the application on file at the post 

office. 

  

DMM Section 508.4.3.b6 states that when any information on the online 

application changes, the box customer must update the application on file at the 

post office. 

  

http://www.usps.com/publications/manuals/welcome.htm


DMM Section 508.4.3.2 for verification states that an application for post office 

box service may not be approved until the applicants identity and current 

permanent physical address where he or she resides or conducts business is 

verified. 

  

DMM Section 508.4.9.2 for termination states that a postmaster may terminate 

post office box service ... if the box customer falsifies the application for the box 

... or refuses to update information on the box application as required.   

 

If the post office cannot help, or you do not have a permissible purpose there are 

other options.  One is to contact an agency licensed by the postal service to 

process NCOA or National Change of Address updates.  This is usually overnight, 

but requires an input of 100 or more records, with costs starting at $1 per record 

($100 minimum) per batch request.  It is updated daily and is returned overnight – 

it beats the post office if you have the volume. 

 

You can also use the mail to process forwarding information requests.  This is 

done by mailing an envelope, no letter is necessary, to the subject at the last 

known address.  Simply print on the envelope “Return Service Requested”.  This 

replaces “Do Not Forward – Address Correction Requested”.  There is no charge 

for this and it is the only service in which you will receive the original mailing 

and the new address.  Another option is „Change Service Requested‟.  A separate 

notice of the new address or reason for non-delivery is provided.  Using this 

method, the fifty-cent address-correction fee is charged and mailing is not 

forwarded or returned, and disposed of by the post office.  Both services will 

return information for up to 18 months – when this service for the customer 

expires. 

 

Always submit a change of address request with the post office for every address 

you have.  This request does require a permissible purpose and form, or you can 

use the mail for the same information and no permissible purpose.  Permissible 

purposes are service of process, court order, subpoena or a court action – 

assuming you are not a law enforcement officer.  It may help to speak with the 

mail carrier directly, as they often times have information that can be useful. 

 

In processing your requests, keep in mind that the post office does not have a 

database of delivery addresses and associated individuals.  They are required, by 

law, to deliver every mail piece as addressed, unless instructed to do differently – 

such as a forwarding order request.  If the carrier does not know your subject or 

the forwarding order has expired, you may receive your request back marked with 

“Will Deliver as Addressed”, or similar language.  This is not a verification that 

the subject resides at the address; only that there is no forwarding order and that 

mail delivery would be attempted.  You will need to verify this information 

independently. 
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The following is updated from a section of my book, „Professional Locate 

Investigations‟, and is one of the most popular areas I receive requests for 

advice. 
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Legally using telephonic information to find your skips and determine useful 

information. 

 
Over 20 years ago, when I started my investigative agency, I asked as 
many investigators as I could what the most valuable tool in their arsenal 
was.  The dominant answer (other than our skills) was the telephone.  
About 10 years ago I asked the same question and was surprised that it 
was the computer, and all the accessible information.  At that time I still 
thought the telephone was the most useful tool.  When I ask that question 
today it is usually the computer followed by the telephone.  With many of 
the changes that have taken place regarding the access, or lack thereof, 
to information, many investigators have turned back to the „old‟ methods of 
the telephone.  In my opinion the answer is both.  We can now take the 
benefits of the telephone and computer and develop some unique tools.  
The key is to first understand that virtually every person and business has 
a telephone, especially cell phones. 
 
Technology has seen some significant changes since I presented my 
original article on traplines.   Some are to our favor and others work 
against us.   I hope to impart some new wisdom that I have experienced in 
the most recent several months.   The toll-free trapline is a very useful and 
powerful tool.  You no longer need a telephone number to call and pretext; 
you can now take advantage of cell phones, text messaging, email, 
website contact forms, social networking sites, and other forms of 
communications.  The goal is to get your trapline number to the subject 
and entice them to call it.   I freely endorse the vendors I mention in this 
article, but I am not compensated in any manner or responsible for the 
services they provide. 
 
The idea is that your subject will call your trapline number, at least 
identifying the number they have called from, and possibly the subscriber 
name and address.  This will work even if they call and hang-up without 
completing the call.  Of course a message is nice – often telling you when 
they are home (or at work) and verifying certain information (i.e. non-
published numbers, spouses, etc).  If they call from the number that you 



initially called, you have located them (subject to verification); if they call 
from a different number, it is likely either a work or home number.  Those 
that are suspicious will call from a friend, relative, payphone, or hopefully 
from work or home.  Oftentimes they will leave a different number to call – 
sometimes a pager, cell phone, friend‟s, or relative‟s.   
 
The premise is that calls to toll-free numbers are similar to collect calls.  
When you have a toll-free number, you are essentially agreeing to accept 
the charges for the long-distance call and are therefore entitled to the 
number calling you.  The billing company must provide the subscriber data 
for calls on your bill.  That is a headache, time consuming and, in our line 
of work, just not practical to wait for the phone bill.  Unlike your common 
toll-free number and phone bill, which gives you information monthly, your 
trapline account can notify you by fax, email, website, pager or even 
connect your caller to you.  The use of this is perfectly legal – the pretext 
you use to get the return call may or may not be, and caution should be 
used.  Illegally obtained information is both a crime and inadmissible as 
evidence, together with any consequentially developed information.  Keep 
in mind - the fruit of the poisonous tree. 
 
An old trick smarter subjects used was to call a suspect toll-free number 
via payphone, calling card (not many allow this, some do), or an Internet 
long distance service (i.e.  Net2Phone).  Sometimes, especially with 
calling cards or PC based telephone services, only a one or two digit 
number or a non-working number is „trapped‟.  The current trend is to use 
prepaid cell phones and VoIP telephone services (i.e. Vonage, MagicJack, 
etc.).  When „trapped‟ these may leave a number that is not reversible to 
the subscriber or the main „trunk line‟ number (common on PBX phones).  
If a complete number is provided it will usually not have a subscriber name 
and will not lead to an address via common search methods.  It is new 
information that should further assist you in your investigation and there 
are methods to obtain additional information.      
 
Related concerns are services offered by phone companies: Caller-ID, 
Anonymous Call Rejection, Caller Screening, etc.  These services are 
designed to require you to disclose who you are to the party you are 
calling or attempting to locate – not exactly in our best interests.  How do 
you get around this? Most use calling cards (try them first), or a „Blindline‟ 
offered by any of the toll-free and trapline companies.  On the Caller-ID, 
the calling card usually appears as „Anonymous‟ or „Out of Area‟ and the 
„Blindline‟ usually returns a generic office number.  You can also use this 
feature with Kall8, as detailed below. 
 
A word of caution about forwarding numbers.  Many years ago, more than 
I care to remember, you could forward a number and be anonymous.  This 
is no longer the case.  For example, if you forward your office number to a 



cell phone or toll-free number and then call your office number from a third 
phone, that originating number will show up on the Caller-ID.  This bit of 
information is handy to know because that also means our subjects 
cannot use call forwarding to hide from our traplines. 
 
Deciding which service is right for you depends on your needs and the 
size of your office.  I used commercial trapline companies for many years 
and still recommend their use.  If you have a large business, account 
volume, and multiple employees, I recommend using a commercial 
service, such as www.iisnet.com, www.skiptracy.com, or www.tel-
scan.com.  The other consideration is if you have the need to send pre-
paid calling cards, which are only available through a commercial service 
[see Calling Cards].  These turnkey solutions come with monthly and per 
call costs that do have associated benefits.  If you have low volume and 
few employees, you can gain many customizable features and cost 
savings creating your own trapline system, such as with www.kall8.com. 
 
MY PERSONAL PICKS:  MAJICJACK.COM, SLYDIAL.COM, AND 
KALL8.COM 

 MajicJack.com is a very inexpensive device that your phone plugs 
into and then into the Ethernet port of your computer.  It works incredibly 
well, has your choice of phone numbers throughout the USA, voicemail, 
customizable greetings and call forwarding features (except to a toll-free 
number, which would be an added bonus for our profession).  The Caller-
ID shows „Unknown‟ and your assigned number.  Many people do not 
answer „unknown number‟ or „blocked‟ calls.  Although this will not forward 
to a toll-free number, I have had some luck with the voicemail greeting that 
says „We are experiencing technical issues.  Please hang-up and try your 
call again.  You may also call our customer service department at [trapline 
number]‟.  This usually entices them to call your trapline. 
 

 SlyDial.com is a free service that connects your call (from any 
phone) directly to a cell phone voicemail service.  This bypasses the 
possibility of the subject answering if you do not want them to.  Be 
forewarned that although most calls will not even ring to the mobile phone, 
but some will ring once and show your Caller-ID.  To be safe, use 
MagicJack or a calling card feature to complete this call.  The idea here is:  
1. listen to the voicemail greeting and see who owns the cell phone; and 2. 
entice a call back from your subject but from a different phone by blocking 
the ability to call from the cell phone [see Kall8].  It is also handy if you 
want to simply leave someone a message, but not talk to them – such as 
a meeting reminder. 
 

 Kall8.com is my personal choice for a customizable trapline for a 
small office.  The basic service is a few dollars per month.  This includes 
do-it-yourself programming of your account online – voicemail, fax 

http://www.iisnet.com/
http://www.skiptracy.com/
http://www.tel-scan.com/
http://www.tel-scan.com/
http://www.kall8.com/


receiving, ring-to destination number, call blocking, etc.  For about $10 per 
month you can add automatic call recording; check your state statutes for 
use and legalities.  This feature starts as soon as they complete dialing 
the call and before it is answered.  You will be amazed at what people will 
say before you answer the call (let it ring 2-3 times).  

After activating the service you should first decide if you want to block 
calls from payphones.  There is a one-time charge for this.  In my opinion 
calls from payphones are useless (have you found one lately?) and you 
are charged a fee for each call from a payphone.  Next decide the ring-to, 
or destination, number for the call.  You can also choose voicemail and 
record a custom greeting.  The last necessary steps are to provide your 
email for call reports and recordings, as well as activate the automatic 
name and address record.  This service provides the published Caller-ID 
or subscriber data for each call to the trapline.  From here you are ready to 
begin. 
 
Each time your toll-free number is called you will receive an email(s) that 
will include the call date and time, length, call from number and (if opted) 
the name and address of the subscriber.  If you have opted for call 
recording you will receive a separate email of that recording.  This 
information is also stored real-time with your Kall8 account. 
 
After receiving and identifying your calls, what do you do to prevent more 
calls?  Simply login to your account and block that number.  You can also 
block by state, area code, or area code and prefix.  This is particularly 
handy to force your subject to call from a number that is different from the 
one you already know (see „Cell Phones‟ below).  You may add as many 
numbers and uses to your account as you need.  You may also 
disconnect any number.  One of the most useful tools of Kall8, and the 
commercial trapline companies, are „blindlines‟.  With the commercial 
companies you can choose from a variety of options that include spoofed 
names and numbers, such as „Government‟ or „Customer Service‟.  With 
Kall8 you do not have that benefit.  Kall8 is simply a calling card that you 
use to make a call, which I use to disguise where I am calling from.  Make 
the call using your toll-free account and the receiving Caller-ID shows your 
choice of either your ring-to number or your toll-free number.  I use my toll-
free number to call a subject (including via Slydial).  This works to receive 
a call back even when I cannot leave a message (some people still do not 
have answering machines or voicemail); hopefully they have Caller-ID or 
use *69 and are curious who called them.  We are all curious by human 
nature. 
 
DELIVERY NOTICES AND DELIVERY POSTCARDS 
I developed this idea several years ago to increase my success rate with 
process serving.  It was an incredible concept that never failed me, not 



one time.  With the concept of the traplines and calling cards, I developed 
the use of delivery notices.  I used them to determine non-published 
numbers, times when the subject would be home, verifying they were 
home when I was attempting service, or that they possibly moved. 
The tools are:  pre-printed door hangers or peel-and-stick notices (that 
easily peel off), and your toll-free number.  The message is simply that 
you attempted to deliver a package, requiring a signature, and to please 
call the delivery dispatch center.  I use a custom number that has the 
business acronym (i.e. US Rapid Delivery – 877-123-USRD).  This is not 
the number I use, but you can find one by searching Kall8 for a usable 
acronym and number. 
 
The premise is simple – if there is uncertainty that a subject is at the 
address or I need verification, a notice is left and the caller will either 
confirm it, indicate the subject is not a resident, or sometimes offer a new 
address and/or telephone number.  For other situations, such as PO 
Boxes, I use a delivery notice postcard and the same premise.   The key 
to effective trapline use is the message left to entice a return telephone 
call – greed and messages that get immediate attention work best, and I 
have had a success rate of better than 80% using the postcards.  I also 
reserve these for cases that have me stuck or my investigation leads me 
to believe this is the best method to determine or verify an address.  This 
is because once used, it may not work again and I have had numerous 
occasions requiring me to find a subject two or even three times. 
 
CELL PHONES 
Cell phones are much like non-published numbers – we know the 
information exists, but how do we get it.  As cell phones are gradually 
replacing traditional landline service for our voice communication needs, 
these names and numbers are becoming more and more frequent in 
common databases.  Start with entering the number into various search 
engines and then databases.  Two of the best resources for this are 
www.reachdirect.com and www.telequery.net; the latter allows you to use 
wild card searching.  Telequery.net also has a „Caller-ID‟ function that will 
tell you the information as it appears on the Caller-ID but is often not in 
other data records.  This is the same information that is presented when a 
number is trapped on a toll-free service.  Credit headers and other 
resources tend to be the next steps to acquiring both cell phone and non-
published data. 
 
Using a trapline to determine related information about a cell phone user 
is next.  First you will need to setup a few things.  Your trapline and use 
the „blocking‟ feature to block payphones and the cell phone number of the 
subscriber.  I broaden this with the cell phone prefix (i.e. if my target 
phone is 123-555-1234, I block 123-555) – this prevents the target from 
using their cell phone (or any cell phone with that prefix) from calling you 

http://www.reachdirect.com/
http://www.telequery.net/


back on the trapline number.  You will want blocked numbers to go directly 
to voicemail and unblocked numbers to go to a different destination phone 
number (I recommend MagicJack – you can answer that or let it go to a 
different voicemail).  Next change your trapline voicemail greeting to 
something like „We are experiencing technical difficulties – please hang up 
and try your call again.  If you continue to experience this problem please 
try from a different phone to assist us in isolating the problem‟; using a 
female voice is best).  This will force the caller to use a different phone, 
hopefully a traditional landline that is their residence phone, employer 
phone or possibly a neighbor.   
Once you have this information all it takes is a little bit more work to 
develop your target‟s location.  But first you need to persuade the target 
into calling your trapline.  Sometimes no message is best – just a name 
and number, depending on your specific situation.  The above delivery 
notices and postcards work wonderfully.  New generation communication 
has given other unique opportunities, as detailed below. 
 
VOICEMAIL, TEXT MESSAGES, EMAIL, PAGERS, AND WEBPAGES 
All of these are simply methods of communication.  If you know the cell 
phone number, use SlyDial to bypass calling the person and be sent 
directly to their voicemail.  You will want to use the calling card feature of 
Kall8 in case they have a feature that tells them the number that left the 
message.  This serves two purposes – it protects your identity and 
encourages them to call the trapline number back out of curiosity.  
Remember, all you want is a call back to trap the new number – nothing 
more is necessary (but more is helpful).  You can also use the paging 
feature of cell phone voicemail („to page this person press „#‟).  Use the 
SlyDial method above and enter your trapline number setup to reject calls 
from the cell phone. 
 
Text messaging is nothing more than using the voicemail and pager 
methods, except you want to remain anonymous.  Yahoo mail has a 
unique feature to send a text message to any cell phone; it is as 
anonymous as your Yahoo email address.  This is because they send two 
messages – the intended message and a special message that tells the 
recipient that Yahoo user „your Yahoo username‟ is trying to send you a 
text message.  Another somewhat anonymous web based text messaging 
is www.textyourbuddy.com.  You will need to enter an email address and 
the message.  Your delivered message will show the email address you 
entered and „sent from textyourbuddy.com‟.  It is not so bad to have an 
email address appear, as long as it is a generic and anonymous email 
address.  They may be enticed to send an email to you (less than 
infrequent in my experience) – giving you their IP address (at least their 
general location) and their email address.  You can then use various email 
tracing methods to develop additional information.  Likewise, if you have 
an email address but nothing else, use the same message delivery 

http://www.textyourbuddy.com/


theories already outlined to craft an anonymous and enticing email 
message for them to call your trapline.  These theories can also be used 
for persons that have webpages and contact forms.  Finally, you can setup 
your own webpage and contact form enticing them to contact you or call 
your trapline. 
 
CALLING CARDS Identical to calling cards you purchase; however, these 
are pre-paid by you and mailed to the subject.  These are only available 
from the commercial providers. 
 
The specialized calling cards are essentially the same as the trapline.  
This is especially useful when all you have is the target‟s mail drop 
address or the address of a relative.  The commercial company will send a 
free calling card in a marketing package, hoping your subject will call 
someone or be called by the relative.  The uses of these are as vast as 
your imagination.  With the extensive use of cell phones and no 
associated long distance charges, calling card use is rapidly declining. 
As with all calling cards, you will be able to see the date, time and 
telephone numbers called from and to; and just as with the trapline, not 
just once a month – but virtually any time it is used and in the same 
notification manners.  Due to the cost, in the past I have used these only 
on the subjects that are sure to bite and have avoided any other trick I 
could think of.  The costs can be $25- $75. 
 
COMBINING THESE RESOURCES 
Each of the above services have unique standalone uses – but when 
combined create powerful investigative tools.  The uses of these services 
are really up to the legal and creative imagination.  Calling a cell phone 
with Slydial and leaving an enticing message with a toll-free number is just 
the same as sending an email, text message or other communication – 
get your number to the subject and get them to call you back.  Be creative 
and think like your subject.  What would prevent them from calling you?  
What messages, letters, emails or other communications have you 
received that enticed you to call a number?  The answers to these 
questions are the beginning to the answers of where your skip is hiding, 
living and working.  All of these methods have proven beneficial to me – 
some more so then others.  This article is generally written from the most 
successful methods to the least.  It is important to practice safe, legal, and 
common sense investigative strategies.  DO NOT use any pretext or form 
of communication that may jeopardize your case, your client, or your 
profession.  If you are not permitted to contact a subject (i.e. an opposing 
party represented by an attorney) you cannot use these methods. 
Feel free to share your thoughts and ideas with me and your fellow 
investigators. 
____________________ 
Dean A. Beers, CLI 



Dean is the only Board Certified Legal Investigator (CLI) in Northern Colorado, and is 
also a certified Medicolegal Death Investigator with extensive training, experience, skill 
sets and knowledge in Personal Injury, Negligence and Death, and all contributing 
causations.  Related areas include motor vehicle collisions, workplace incidents, elder 
abuse, child abuse, slip and fall, premises liability, as well as related evidence collection 
and analysis.  In addition, he continues to provide detailed Criminal Defense 
investigations.  He has an extensive background in medicolegal-forensic and factual 
investigations with law enforcement education, experience, and relationships. 
 
As a death investigator in both Larimer and Weld County, he was the primary investigator 
in all manners of deaths and incidents.  From 2003-2008 he investigated over 150 
scenes, assisted with approximately 400 autopsies, and investigated nearly 600 
additional non-autopsied cases.  This does not included over 1,100 additional cases that 
were not taken for jurisdiction, while in training, or in which Dean was the backup 
investigator (frequently in homicides and child deaths). 
 
Dean‟s background includes over 5,000 hours of experience specific to death 
investigation and related injuries, negligence, and causation.  His education and training 
from 2000-2008 includes over 600 hours in the Law Enforcement Academy and 1200 
hours of general and forensic investigative specific training in multiple disciplines. 

 

 
Dean A. Beers, CLI - Board Certified Legal Investigator 
beersda@Forensic-Investigators.com 
 
Forensic Investigators of Colorado, LLC - www.Forensic-Investigators.com 
Larimer County, Colorado - (970) 691-0813 Office and (970) 372-4717 Fax 
 
Investigations and Consultations of 
Personal Injury, Negligence & Death and Criminal Defense 
Certified Medicolegal Death Investigator / former Deputy Coroner 
Author „Professional Locate Investigations‟ – order direct via email and PayPal 
www.LinkedIn.com/in/ForensicInvestigators and 
www.FaceBook.com/ForensicInvestigators 
Member:  PPIAC-VP Membership, CCDB, CSIA, NALI-CLI, NAME, NCISS, and IAI-
RMDIAI 

mailto:beersda@Forensic-Investigators.com
http://www.forensic-investigators.com/
http://www.linkedin.com/in/ForensicInvestigators
http://www.facebook.com/ForensicInvestigators


Concepts of Comprehensive Background Investigations 
Newsletter – World Association of Detectives – April 2011 

 

Dean A. Beers, CLI 

 
This article follows the recent revelation – to the public – that the fingerprint 

identification method of conducting criminal background investigations in 

Colorado, through the Colorado Bureau of Investigation, is fallible.   

“Johnnie Ray Bellington was arrested in Loveland on suspicion of two counts of 

sexual assault on a child by one in a position of trust, sexual assault on a child 

with a pattern of abuse and other charges.  His record shows charges of sexual 

assault, aggravated incest, and various drug-and money-related charges dating 

back to the early 1980s.  But that record didn't turn up in a fingerprint-based 

background check conducted by the Colorado Bureau of Investigation, most likely 

because of problems with the decades-old ink-and-paper fingerprints from his 

previous arrests, a CBI spokesman has said.”
6
 

This is not a surprise – any skilled and trained background investigator already 

works from the assumption that records, record repositories and responsible 

agencies will have mistakes and are fallible.  To proceed otherwise would be 

negligent.  In fact, had a professional investigator provided a report of no criminal 

history when one was so easily determined, would be negligent.  When contacted 

by nursing school applicants, our agency has declined 100% of the requests to 

conduct background checks because they were only required to ask for a Colorado 

Bureau of Investigation background check.  Our agency will not perform 

background checks in a manner inconsistent with our policy – developed with the 

best investigative practices and public safety as priorities. 

 

Our agency works all investigations on a five step Investigative Protocol (Prepare, 

Inquire, Analyze, Document and Report) that I developed.  The concept of the 

five key components of this Investigative Protocol is just as applicable to 

background investigations.  An accurate and comprehensive background 

investigation is based upon information – existing, determined and verified 

information.  Leaving no stone unturned and making every reasonable effort to 

find all of the information possible is the only the proper investigative method.  

When a child‟s safety is the purpose of the background investigation, how could 

we expect or offer less? 

 

Most backgrounds are actually „records checks‟ or „records searches‟, meaning 

that only records are checked and a thorough investigation is not completed.  For 

most purposes the initial check of public and private records is sufficient.  

Depending on the information found, nature of the background, and intended use, 
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a complete background investigation may be warranted.  To be considered is the 

purpose of the background investigation:  part of an ongoing case (i.e. involved 

person or witness), pre-employment, pre-tenant, personal relationship, curiosity, 

etc.  The purpose will define both the records that should be check and those that 

can be checked, as well as how they are checked and what can be released to the 

background investigator and the client (attorney, business, individual, landlord, 

employer, etc.).  Several federal and state rules and laws govern this and the 

methodologies available to the background investigator. 

 

Everything is a record and creates the paper trail, or map, lending to the 

background of the subject.  How that record is maintained, stored and possibly 

disseminated, varies and influences the accuracy of the information.  Any record 

that is kept or provided is only as good as the chain of events involved.  

Remember: Garbage In Is Garbage Out.  At the beginning is the person that 

provides the information.  If the applicant lies or fails to provide accurate 

information, then the information subsequently received is consequentially 

inaccurate.  Persons are known to have fibbed just a little on a credit or job 

application.  The next link is the person recording the information.  Any typos, 

misprints or other related mistakes also affect the record.  These mistakes are 

often seen on personal credit histories, even civil and criminal histories – 

„official‟ records.  Following this would be the method of updating and record 

storage.  All records are only as accurate as the frequency of updates.  Some 

records are never updated.  Finally, what about the provider of the information?  

Is the provider primary (the original record holder), secondary (bought the 

information from a primary record holder) or is the provider even more removed 

from the original record holder, such as an information provider (Consumer 

Reporting Agency)?  Did they have accurate retrieval information and were they 

knowledgeable in how to obtain and verify the information?  In this recent failure 

to connect multi-agency records, it has been reported that the dots were not 

connected - individualized personal identifiers (fingerprints) were not associated 

to the individual.  It is important to note that in this example the state criminal 

repository can be searched by fingerprints, or name and date of birth – or both; 

only fingerprints were checked.  Fingerprints are checked as a means of 

penetrating the use of alias names and fake personal identifiers.  Anybody can 

find information and present it, but is it reliable?  Any error in this chain of record 

keeping will impact the ability to search the records, as well as the accuracy of the 

record and ultimately the investigation and findings.  After the information is 

received, it is usually a simple and inexpensive task to verify any relevant 

information through a primary source or provider of primary source information. 

 

Although suitable for searching and conducting only records checks, database and 

online records are not detailed or suitable as the end-result for a comprehensive 

background investigation.  This is only summary information and detailed 

information is necessary.  There is no harm, and actually a great benefit to 

summary records, but always proceed to detailed records if available.  Current 

information will usually lead to finding historical information (a current arrest 



record will have prior history).  Most background investigations only require – or 

are legally restricted to – reporting only convictions.  However, most persons do 

not have a conviction record; but, many have been contacted, which is reported 

and is a record.  It is highly recommended that background investigators include 

any office that permits public access to the records.   

 

All background investigations require the verification of the accuracy of the 

information provided and developed through our Investigative Protocol – Prepare 

(gather the preliminary known subject data), Inquire (conduct the background 

investigation), Analyze (review the known and obtained subject information and 

records), Document (ensure all official documents are obtained) and Report 

(compile the investigative report and supporting documentation).  If at any stage 

of the Investigative Protocol there is any question, doubt, or concern – start over 

and do so before submitting any report that may contain factual or procedural 

errors, or is otherwise incomplete.  For background investigations, more than any 

other type, it is important to fully understand the development and storage of 

records and information. 

 

Specific to the recent case of an undetected felony history of a subject by a school 

district, the subject‟s history was easily found via available public records – 

online and inexpensively. 

 

 “The Coloradoan was able to find Bellington's criminal record through a $6 

search of the state's courts database and a $7 search through CBI's website using 

his name and date of birth.”
7
   

 

No single record or repository, or single method of searching, should be relied 

upon.  Background investigations – including simple records checks – are not 

cursory.  The safety of our public, our children, demands that thorough 

background checks be conducted by trained and professional background 

investigators.  Presently Colorado does not regulate or license private 

investigators – including background investigators.  The Professional Private 

Investigators Association of Colorado conducts thorough background 

investigations of all member applicants.  “The PPIAC, founded in 1978, was 

formed to improve the credibility of private investigators, and to provide 

guidelines for a licensing statute in the State of Colorado. Our continuing efforts 

to strive for licensure remain undaunted.”  

 

© Dean A. Beers, CLI – November 2010 

Printed in „Beyond Global‟ – World Association of Detectives, April 2011 

Forensic Investigators of Colorado, LLC 

 

This article is adapted from Mr. Beers‟s two books:  „Professional Locate 

Investigations‟, a self-published book, and „Practical Methods for Legal 
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Investigators:  Concepts and Protocols in Civl and Criminal Cases‟, available 

through CRC Press in January 2011. 

 

Dean A. Beers, CLI is a Certified Legal Investigator and expert consultant in 

criminal defense homicide and civil equivocal death investigations. He is certified 

in Medicolegal Death Investigator and served as a deputy coroner and forensic 

autopsy assistant. He has lectured and authored multiple articles, peer-reviewed 

white papers, and provided expert testimony on private investigator protocols.  

  

Mr. Beers is the Board Chairman of the Professional Private Investigators 

Association of Colorado; Region 6 CLI Representative of the National 

Association of Legal Investigators and has a column called Forensic Focus in The 

Legal Investigator, NALI's trade magazine; Membership Chair of the National 

Council of Investigation and Security Services; Affiliate Consultant member of the 

National Association of Medical Examiners; and also holds memberships in the 

World Association of Detectives, International Association for Identification, and 

Mensa USA. 

 

He began his investigative career in 1987 and operates his agency, Forensic 

Investigators of Colorado LLC, with his wife, Karen, also a legal investigator and 

certified Medicolegal Death Investigator.  They have two daughters, a 

granddaughter and identical twin grandsons. 

 
  



 



  



 



  



The following is the white paper for the NALI Certified Legal Investigator 

examination and adapted as a chapter to my book, „Practical Methods for 

Legal Investigations‟. 

 

Reviewing and Comprehending 
Autopsy Reports 

 

The Legal Investigator – National Association of Legal Investigators – Spring 

2010 

Dean A. Beers, CLI 

 
Voltaire said „To the living we owe respect, but to the dead we owe only 
the truth‟.i  This is the definitive task of the medicolegal death investigator 
and forensic pathologist.  The course of the death investigation has 
multiple phases including:  scene investigation, body assessment, medical 
records, and the forensic autopsy.  This is finalized in three documents: 
the death certificate, the investigator‟s report, and the autopsy report.  In 
order to understand the importance of the autopsy report, and how to 
interpret it, you should understand how all the other factors influence the 
report and why you cannot rely on the autopsy report alone.  „Autopsy‟ is 
from the Greek „autopsia‟, meaning „to see with one‟s own eyes‟.ii  The 
following discussion will dissect the autopsy report and supporting death 
investigation in order to allow the professional Legal Investigator to view 
death and non-death cases „with one‟s own eyes‟. 
 
For simplicity, all references will be to medical examiners and not on the 
difference between the medical examiner and coroner systems, or a 
hospital autopsy and forensic autopsy.  For our purposes, the focus will be 
on the forensic autopsy conducted by a board certified forensic pathologist 
and autopsy technician.  In addition, there are exceptions to every 
protocol, and jurisdictional policies will differ.  Two important things to 
consider are: 1. the medical examiner‟s office is an independent, often law 
enforcement based, agency which is supposed to be neutral as to their 
findings; they conduct separate investigations; and 2. these investigations 
are often concurrent and cooperative investigations between the medical 
examiner‟s office and the law enforcement agency. 
 
AN OVERVIEW OF DEATH INVESTIGATION 
At all death scenes there are two scenes:  location(s) of the incident; and 
the body itself.  If a crime is suspected (and all suspicious death 
investigations are treated as such) the incident will belong to the 
investigating law enforcement agency; and the body, together with all 
items on or about it, will belong to the medical examiner‟s office.  The 
agencies will work independently of each other with overlapping goals. 



The death investigator has certain responsibilities and a duty to pursue 
those responsibilities.  Of course there are legal and cooperative 
exceptions to these based on the greater good of the needs of all 
investigating agencies, particularly involving possible homicides.  The 
body is exclusively under the custody and control of the death investigator.  
Until they arrive on scene no other person can touch, move or remove the 
body, or those items on or about it.  The assessment includes complete 
photography, documenting wounds and injuries, or lack thereof, rigor and 
livor mortis, body position and relationship to the scene and condition of 
the body due to postmortem interval and environment.  If the body has 
been moved, possibly to a remote area, there will be another crime scene 
at the place the death actually occurred. 
 
Another component of death investigation concerns the confidentiality of 
medical records [HIPAA – Health Insurance Portability and Accountability 
Act].iii  Medical records are a very important component of the 
investigation and may be referred to in the autopsy report.  In addition to 
medical history, these records may include mental health history, 
prescription and medication history, family history, and social history.  It is 
important for the medical history to be shared with the forensic pathologist 
at the time of autopsy or as soon thereafter as possible.  What might be 
seen as a fall and head injury at autopsy may instead be a spontaneous 
bleed with previous history and consequential falls. 
 
The „CSI Effect‟ has influenced the perceived value of an autopsy.  
Autopsies are valuable and are a component of a complete investigation, 
if one is performed.  All violent, suspicious, unnatural and unattended 
deaths are investigated, which account for a small percentage of reported 
deaths.  A preliminary investigation, statute and protocol will dictate if an 
autopsy is performed.  The authorization of the autopsy depends on the 
circumstances of the death and the protocol of the medical examiner‟s 
office.iv  The autopsy consists of the gross external examination (detailed 
examination and documentation of the body), gross internal examination 
(detailed examination and documentation of the organs and internal body 
structure), toxicology tests, and microscopic examinations.  The external 
examination is head to toe and includes measurements of all wounds, 
scars, marks, tattoos, and condition of the body and structure.   
 
The internal examination is what is often thought of when „autopsy‟ is 
mentioned.  This surgical procedure includes the in situ examination of the 
organs, removal of them with weights, and complete external/internal 
examination of the organs.  This examination also includes the 
assessment of bullet trajectory, wound tracts, ligature markings, etc.  One 
area of specific forensic pathologist training is wound (all injuries and 
trauma) examination.v  Specimens of each organ are collected for 
microscopic examination, part of the anatomical and clinical certifications 



preceding a pathologist‟s forensic certification.  At the conclusion of the 
autopsy the functions of the forensic pathologist and death investigator 
temporarily separate into two different tasks.  The death investigator will 
submit his report, detailing the findings of his scene investigation, 
evidence review, and medical records review.  The forensic pathologist 
will review the death investigator‟s report and case file to finalize his 
autopsy report and certify the Cause and Manner of Death.  This is a very 
similar role to ours as professional Legal Investigators.  We conduct our 
investigation, complete detailed reports and present our findings and 
supporting documentation to the attorney.  The attorney enjoins our 
findings into their legal strategy to advocate for our client. 
 
AUTOPSY REPORT FORMAT AND CONTENTS 
The autopsy findings will have a Cause of Death, which will include any 
factors directly contributing to or causing the death (i.e. blunt force trauma 
or a cardiac event); and Manner of Death, which include Natural, Accident, 
Suicide, Homicide and Undetermined.  The Mechanism of Death, or the 
instrument or action causing death, is often overlooked.  This notation may 
include stab wounds, gunshot wounds, ligature strangulation, drug 
overdose, etc.  The autopsy may support the pre-autopsy investigation 
and medical records, or possibly make a determination that seems 
unrelated to the event.  An example of this is a motor vehicle collision 
caused by the driver having a sudden cardiac event which caused death 
before the accident.  This is a Natural death which caused the accident.  
Often we see deaths caused by blunt force injuries as a result of the 
accident, which is ruled an „Accident‟. 
 
The least desirable or used finding, „Undetermined‟ is used when there 
has been no definitive finding as to the Manner, and possibly Cause, of 
death at the conclusion of the complete autopsy protocol and concurrent 
investigation(s).  This is often seen in cases where the preponderance of 
one Manner does not prevail, but is consistent with or equal to another.  
One example of this might be a hunting incident where the decedent was 
alone, had suicidal history and a thorough autopsy and investigation was 
inconclusive as to the totality of „Accident‟ versus „Suicide‟.   
 
Autopsy reports are not casual or interesting reading material.  They are 
very informative when reviewed with all concurrent investigative reports 
and evidence.  All autopsy reports follow a general format as approved by 
the National Association of Medical Examiners (thename.org).  Although 
they may differ in appearance, the general content format consists of:  
Diagnoses, Toxicology, Opinion, Circumstances of Death, Identification of 
the Decedent, General Description of Clothing and Personal Effects, 
Evidence of Medical Intervention, External Examination, External 
Evidence of Injury, Internal Examination, Samples Obtained – Evidence, 
Histology and Toxicology, and Microscopic Examination.vi  When the 



autopsy report is reviewed by the lay person their focus is on the first four 
items, as these are the summary of the remaining medical details of the 
report.  It is important to review the report and all of the information 
contained therein for the complete picture.  It is also important to 
understand what is in an autopsy report before we can begin to decipher 
all the latent and patent information it contains. 
 
DIAGNOSES AND/OR MEDICOLEGAL INVESTIGATION 
This section will detail the specific findings of the autopsy.  This will 
include all trauma and medical conditions contributing to the death, 
medical conditions not contributing to the death, and evidence pointing to 
the Cause and Manner of Death.  Examples include injuries sustained in a 
motor vehicle collision, injuries consequential to homicide or suicide, or 
medical findings consequential to a natural death. 
 
The Cause and Manner of Death may often seem concluded by the 
investigation only, such as ligature strangulation or blunt force trauma.  
There are events which lead to the medical consequences of injuries, 
which „Cause‟ the death.  An applied „choke hold‟ or neck compression 
reduces or ceases oxygenated blood to the brain (arterial), or the return of 
deoxygenated blood (venous – carbon dioxide) to the heart and lungs.  
Evidence of this may be found in petechial hemorrhages of the eyes (the 
„whites‟ or sclera), soft tissue hemorrhaging of the area of compression, 
cerebral edema, and hypoxic (oxygen deprivation) damage to other 
organs.  It will also note other findings, such as an enlarged heart 
(cardiomegaly), often seen in athletes, obese persons, and some chronic 
drug abuse.  Another important consideration is what is not noted – such 
as injuries or medical findings expected to be found in alternate, but 
similar, circumstances of death.  In the case of manual strangulation and 
resulting asphyxiation we might find a fractured hyoid bone.  If this were 
found in the above neck compression by restraint, most often by 
compression to the lateral aspects of the neck, the forensic pathologist 
would inform the case investigators of this inconsisteny with witness 
and/or suspect statements.  The fracture of the hyoid bone is most often 
seen in compression to the front of the neck, often found in manual 
strangulation homicides. 
 
TOXICOLOGY 
Routine toxicology for all autopsies includes urine drug screen and blood 
alcohol.vii  Positive results are confirmed by blood and quantified as 
directed by the attending forensic pathologist.  Other tests may include 
HIV (especially if there was an exposure during resuscitative efforts) and 
other natural disease processes (i.e. hepatitis).  The toxicology findings 
have three possibilities in the death investigation – directly contributing 
(i.e. fatal drug toxicity), indirectly contributing (i.e. operating machinery 
contradictory to the prescription directives resulting in a motor vehicle 



collision) and non-contributing (i.e. therapeutic levels of prescribed 
psychotropic medications).  The analysis of the toxicology report (separate 
from, but detailed within, the autopsy report) is best deferred to a forensic 
pathologist and forensic toxicologist.  This is important as the type and 
level of drugs have different interactions, may have different contributions 
to the death or injuries, or may have no effect.  All toxicological assay 
reports include a therapeutic range and the toxic or fatal level.  The 
therapeutic range defines the drug levels expected to be found in non-
abusive and recommended prescription dosages.  Toxicology may also 
include chemicals, such as ethylene glycol (anti-freeze).  It may also be 
necessary to determine if the death was caused by a natural event (i.e. 
cardiac event or diabetes) requiring specific tests of the blood and/or 
vitreous humor (fluid in the eyeball).  For both the death investigator and 
professional Legal Investigator, it is important to determine if the findings 
are expected or unusual for the decedent‟s lifestyle and consistent with 
the investigative process. 
 
OPINION OF THE FORENSIC PATHOLOGIST 
This section is a brief summary of the Cause and Manner of Death, but in 
more detail than what is found on the death certificate.  It will detail the 
medical Cause of Death, followed by the contributing factors (i.e. blunt 
force chest trauma, lacerated spleen as a consequence of the 
unrestrained driver impacting the steering wheel in a motor vehicle 
collision).  This is the definitive opinion of the forensic pathologist.  
 
CIRCUMSTANCES OF DEATH 
This section consists of one to two paragraphs briefly describing the 
perimortem circumstances as known at the time of autopsy.  Autopsies 
are often performed within 24-48 hours of discovering the body, with the 
full medicolegal and law enforcement investigation ongoing, nor have 
medical records likely been received or reviewed.  This narrative is 
important because it summarizes initial investigative findings and hearsay 
reports of witnesses, also includes evidence found at the scene, such as:  
projectiles, syringes, paraphernalia, disarray of the scene, vomitous, etc. 
 
IDENTIFICATION OF THE DECEDENT 
It is not necessary to further traumatize a family by having someone 
personally identify a decedent.  Doing so will leave them with the lasting 
impression of the trauma and not as they last saw them alive or even at 
the funeral home.  There are multiple methods of determining and 
confirming positive identification.  All identifications must be positive and 
confirmed.  Tragic mistakes have been made in misidentifying decedents.  
A recent incident involved the misidentification of two female high school 
friends following a motor vehicle collision.  One was pronounced dead at 
the scene and the other survived, in a coma, at the hospital.  Positive 
identification was determined only after she came out of the coma and the 



decedent‟s funeral.viii  Presumptive identification includes photographs, 
scars, marks, tattoos and last known clothing.  Often identification is found 
on the person, which is only presumptive and all presumptive identification 
is a starting point.  Positive, or scientific, identification includes (from 
common methods) fingerprints, dental records, surgical records medical 
device records (defibrillators/pacemakers and breast implants are serial 
numbered) and DNA.  Each person has unique fingerprints, dentition, 
sinus cavities, DNA, etc. and can easily be confirmed by comparison.  The 
method of identification will be detailed in this section of the report.  For 
example, a family member may have identified the decedent at the 
hospital, with confirmation, the duty of the medical examiner, made by 
fingerprints. 
 
AUTHORITY TO CONDUCT THE AUTOPSY 
This section is important as autopsies can only be directed by the 
authority of the medical examiner‟s office and supporting statute, or at the 
direction of the next-of-kin for private autopsies.ix  This section will also 
detail the location of the autopsy, date and time, the prosector (forensic 
pathologist), deiner (assistant), and persons present at the autopsy.  The 
persons listed in this section may be important to be interviewed and 
possibly subpoenaed to testify. 
 
DESCRIPTION AND CLOTHING 
This section will provide a general physical description of the decedent at 
autopsy.  This may include common descriptors such as height, weight, 
hair and eye color, and general physical condition, including any unusual 
deformities.  This description may not concur with a driver‟s license 
description and may be affected by the circumstances of how the body 
was found (i.e. several days postmortem or exposed to the elements).  
Also noted will be the description and general condition of the clothing. 
 
EVIDENCE OF MEDICAL INTERVENTION 
If the decedent was treated at a hospital, status post operative or 
resuscitative efforts attempted by paramedics, there will be evidence of 
medical intervention, such as EKG patches, intravenous lines, and similar 
artifacts on or about the decedent.  This is important to note as upon 
death all items on or about the decedent are to remain in place and are 
evidence to the medical examiner.  There should be no exceptions to this 
and should be questioned if there are any peculiarities discovered. 
 
GROSS AUTOPSY FINDINGS - EXTERNAL EXAMINATION 
This section may have the general description of the decedent, if not 
found included with the clothing description section.  This section will 
detail the decedent‟s general description, scars, marks, tattoos, and 
general condition of the body.  It will not include injuries and trauma, as 
this is a separate section.  These descriptions are in detail with locations 



and measurements.   The Evidence of External Injury may be included in 
this section or a separately entitled section. 
 
This section will also detail the injuries and trauma.  This will include 
previously noted, but not detailed, observations.  In this section the 
descriptions are in detail with locations and measurements.  Areas of no 
injury and appearing normal will also be noted.  Subsections will include 
examination of the head, neck, chest, abdomen, genitalia, back and 
sacrum, and extremities.  It is important to note and correlate with 
investigative reports, medical records and witness statements with this 
section of the autopsy report.  Any inconsistencies should be noted and 
investigated; still considering the death investigation at the time of autopsy 
may have been ongoing.  The injuries found in this section may provide 
information supporting or refuting suicide (i.e. a close contact gunshot 
wound to the head, with defensive wounds on the hands is contrary to 
suicide).  Further, the details of the injuries – such as stippling, trajectory, 
depth, etc. may direct you to pursue additional details in your 
investigation. 
 
GROSS AUTOPSY FINDINGS - INTERNAL EXAMINATION 
This is the section most people think of when they hear „autopsy‟.  This is 
the opening of the body cavity and cranium, observations of all organs in 
situ, followed by the removal of each organ and sectioning.  The Evidence 
of Internal Injury may be included in this section or a separately entitled 
section.   
 
There will be multiple subsections, including cardiovascular, respiratory, 
hepatobiliary, endocrine, digestive, genitourinary, reticuloendothelial, 
musculoskeletal, head and central nervous system, and neck.  As with the 
External Evidence of Injury and Trauma, this section will also have 
detailed descriptions and measurements.  Areas of no injury and 
appearing normal will also be noted.  This section of the autopsy report is 
also important to note and correlate with investigative reports, medical 
records and witness statements.  Of interest will be determining if any 
internal injuries were a result of resuscitative efforts, if they correspond to 
external injuries (i.e. a perforating gunshot wound of the torso), or are 
consistent with any known natural disease process.  Any inconsistencies 
should be noted and investigated, especially if the death investigation was 
in progress at the time of the autopsy. 
 
MICROSCOPY / HISTOPATHOLOGY 
This section will detail the microscopic findings of the tissues retained for 
examination.  These include representative sections of each organ, 
including skin, also muscle and vertebrae samples.  All activity, down to 
the cellular level, stops at the time of death – fingernails and hair do not 



continue to grow.  Skin shrinkage gives the perception of continued hair 
and finger and toe nail growth. 
 
Because cell structure can be examined as it was at the time of death, 
there are specific findings and determinations from microscopic 
examination at autopsy.  These include cancer, organ damage due to 
natural disease process, hypoxia, traumatic injury, cardiac event, 
confirmation of gunshot residue stippling, and so forth.  Questions from 
this section should also be deferred to a forensic pathologist. 
 
SAMPLES OBTAINED – EVIDENCE, HISTOLOGY AND TOXICOLOGY 
A forensic autopsy is a medical procedure to determine the legal cause 
and manner of death.x  Evidence from the body is collected in the autopsy 
suite.  This may include:  hair and fibers, DNA swabs, pulled and combed 
pubic and head hair, fingernail scrapings, and swabs of oral, vaginal, 
penile, and anal areas.  In all cases collected toxicology samples include:  
blood, urine and vitreous humour.  A special card is used to collect blood 
for DNA (i.e. evidence and paternity testing).  The last items collected are 
the above noted tissue and organ specimens for histology.  Any additional 
evidence, such as toxicology samples from hospital admission, gastric 
contents and pill fragments are also collected and retained.  This is 
evidence from the autopsy which is documented and logged with a chain 
of custody. 
 
NON-CONFORMING AUTOPSY REPORTS 
Some autopsy reports may not follow the above guidelines due to 
circumstances of death.  For example, a Natural death may have category 
headings more appropriate to the investigation such as „Complications of 
Alcoholism‟ or „Complications of Emphysema‟ and continuing with details 
of the findings which support this.  Another example might be a carbon 
monoxide death (Accident, Suicide or Homicide) which lists non-medical 
evidentiary findings supporting the Cause and Manner of death – such as 
pets also found in the home, vehicles running, defective stove or furnace, 
and toxic carbon monoxide levels found throughout the structure. 
 
WHAT TO LOOK FOR 
With the basics of the general autopsy report covered, it is time to look at 
the specifics.  What you look for in an autopsy report will be dependent on 
the type of case you are investigating.  Often a report is reviewed with the 
anticipation of it stating what you want it to.  This is the wrong approach.  
Look at what it is telling you and what it is not telling you.  Does it support 
the other ancillary evidence you have from other reports, photographs and 
records?  What is contradictory within the report (very rare), or what 
contradicts the report.  How does the autopsy report relate to your 
investigative findings?  We know what is in the report – but what is 



missing?  These issues are addressed with each report and case.  Your 
case will provide the focus of the autopsy report. 
 
In addition to determining the Cause and Manner of Death, also the 
Mechanism of Death, autopsies and the final report can also clarify a 
cause of action for both civil and criminal cases.  Alcohol and other drugs 
used by a surviving driver, exceeding therapeutic levels of prescriptions 
medications, non-compliant use of therapeutic medication, medical 
malpractice, and other often overlooked but actionable negligence. An 
example is a person with epilepsy who did not comply with the prescription 
directives which resulted in a seizure and a collision and thereby causing 
serious bodily injury or death to himself and/or others.  A forensic autopsy 
is available at any time, including by private request and following 
embalming or burial, regardless of the interim period of time.  Cremation, 
without any previous examination or toxicology collection, is an obvious 
exception.  In all other cases, circumstances will have a bearing on the 
results of the private, delayed or second opinion autopsy. 
 
GUNSHOT WOUNDS 
A common gunshot wound autopsy is to the head and ruled a Suicide.  
With the recommended reports and records in hand, next consider the 
toxicology and condition of the organs.  Drug abuse effects the heart and 
other organs, and can support a reported history of illicit drug abuse.  
Although not directly associated with the act of suicide it is relevant to the 
history of suicidal ideation.  Could the decedent have been too intoxicated 
to cause a self-inflicted gunshot wound and was instead „assisted‟ by an 
associate with a resulting finding of Homicide?  The ruling of Suicide is 
based upon evidence supporting Suicide and the absence of evidence 
supporting the possibility of an Accident or Homicide.  If there were 
evidence suggesting the possibility of another finding, it should instead be 
ruled „Undetermined‟.  The first question is:  What factors contributed to 
suicidal ideation?   
 
Let‟s consider a suicide due to a terminal disease process.  In the 
investigation prescription medications would be expected and toxicology 
levels must be considered.  Next we look at the terminal disease process, 
which affects the weight and condition of the effected organs.  The 
forensic pathologist will consider the information of how the body was 
found and the wound.  Was it contact, close contact, or greater distance; 
was the angle appropriate?  At autopsy the weapon is also examined at 
for blowback and, if a contact wound, appropriate muzzle imprint to the 
scalp.  The specifics of the wound are also examined and reported – 
entrance, pathway, trajectory, exit and evidence of the projectile.  
Notations of muzzle discharge tattooing, stellate wound of the scalp and 
beveling of the skull at the entrance and exit sites.  Measurements and 
trajectory information will be detailed in the report.  This information is 



compared to the ancillary reports, records and scene investigation to 
reach a conclusion.  Similar examinations are considered in ligature 
strangulations, stabbings, motor vehicle accidents, etc.  Each type of 
gunshot wound have specific criteria – burns with tattooing or stippling, 
wounds with stellate and non-stellate patterns, angle and trajectory, etc.  It 
is important to know what criteria to expect and to confirm the existence of 
each expected criteria.  The absence of an expected result (i.e. no stellate 
wound in a reported contact is contradicting) is cause to closely 
investigate the case. 
 
MOTOR VEHICLE INCIDENTS 
Not all motor vehicle „accidents‟ are such – they are collisions, which may 
have been an accident or deliberate (i.e. staged accident for insurance 
fraud gone bad).  The dynamics of a motor vehicle collision on the vehicle, 
occupants, items in the vehicle, and the scene are complex and very 
dependent upon the totality of the circumstances.  For our purposes there 
are criteria to look for in the autopsy report.  One area is the trauma to the 
internal organs, such as being lacerated, macerated, or transected, etc.  
Multiple occupants, surviving and deceased, will have different injuries 
dependent upon where they were in the vehicle relative to the point of 
impact and speed, and if they were restrained or hit by other objects.  A 
common task is determining or verifying who was driving.  Often 
complicating this is if any or all of the occupants were ejected or left the 
scene.  Another consideration is multiple impacts, determined by the 
location and types of injuries, to the decedent as a result of a multi-vehicle 
collision.  Which injury(ies), and corresponding impact, caused the death? 
 
The most common injury classification is summarized on the death 
certificate as „multiple blunt force injuries‟, which is detailed in the autopsy 
report.  What elements helps determine who the driver was, if the 
occupants were restrained and other contributing factors?  Was this an 
accident, staged or suicide?  A single decedent (or injured person) at the 
scene is not prima facie evidence of them being the driver.  People have 
walked away from a scene, both deliberately and in a semi-conscious 
state.  People have intentionally driven off of roadsides or into stationary 
and solid obstacles.  A medical condition which may have preceded and 
contributed to the collision should be considered.  With these, did the 
collision cause the death or was the death caused by the natural event.  In 
one case, a person exited the interstate and then shot herself in the head 
with a small caliber pistol, which was ejected from her rolled vehicle.  This 
appeared to be an accident, but was easily determined at autopsy to be a 
suicide.xi  The time of death can be important for hereditary and insurance 
purposes of survivorship, also associated civil or criminal action. 
 
The ruling of a Natural death will include examination of the organs and 
toxicology.  The ruling of a Suicide will be primarily dependent on the 



investigation as a whole.  As most motor vehicle related deaths are ruled 
„Accident‟, the primary issues become the drivers and passengers, time of 
death and nature of the injuries.  Sudden impact and associated forces 
cause the body to continue in its original direction of travel; or if stationary, 
with the direction of impact.  Sudden deceleration can cause both internal 
and external injuries.  External injuries to look for, including the absence 
of, are dicing injuries from impacting the windshield or side window.  This 
indicates unrestrained occupants.  For front seat occupants left side 
injuries indicate the driver and right side injuries indicate the passenger.  
Additional pattern injuries include impressions from the seatbelt across the 
chest – left shoulder to right abdomen indicates driver, and right shoulder 
to left abdomen indicates passenger. 
 
Evidence collected may include hair from the windshield or airbag fibers 
from the decedent‟s face and clothing.  Shoe impressions from an 
occupant can be matched to the brake, clutch or gas pedals are also 
indicative of both who was driving and what actions were taken proximate 
to and during impact.  Other injuries will correspond to the type of collision, 
occupant position and even expected injuries from certain types and 
models of vehicles. 
 
PEDESTRIAN ACCIDENTS 
When a pedestrian (including a bicyclist) is struck and killed by a motorist, 
it is often classified as motor vehicle-pedestrian accident.  The assumption 
is often the driver is at fault, but circumstances of the investigation might 
conclude otherwise.  An example of a pedestrian at fault accident would 
be an intoxicated pedestrian, or a wheelchair bound person crossing a 
major thoroughfare, outside of the crosswalk and without the aid of 
reflectors or street lighting.  In another example a pedestrian is crossing a 
dark street and obeying all laws.  He has an acute cardiac event and 
collapses, and is struck by a vehicle turning the corner and the driver 
could not see him.  Was the death a result of the heart attack or impact of 
the vehicle?  Let‟s assume the driver was intoxicated and the question 
becomes, absent the subsequent impact by the vehicle, would the 
decedent have died at the scene?  In all of these examples it is the 
autopsy which determines the events causing death and the underlying 
investigation determines fault / no fault.  This is a classic example of how 
an incident may take on two separate but cooperative investigations – a 
surviving driver (law enforcement) and the deceased pedestrian (medical 
examiner‟s office). 
 
Of primary concern to the professional Legal Investigator is the nature of 
the injuries.  Common injuries include hyperextension of the torso, broken 
long bones, soft tissue and head injuries, abrasions and lacerations, and 
various injuries to the extremities.  These will tell us if the decedent was 
facing to or away from the vehicle, walking or pedaling, crouching or lying 



down, etc.  These injuries will also be able to tell us if the vehicle braked, 
accelerated or decelerated prior to, at the time of, or after, the impact.  
Although these deaths are predominantly ruled as „Accident‟, criminal 
charges of vehicular homicide or a civil action for wrongful death can be 
very dependent on the autopsy findings. 
 
WORKPLACE ACCIDENTS 
Accidents occurring in the workplace take on a new aspect of 
investigation, similar to aircraft and amusement park deaths.  Every 
aspect of litigation could be involved, and as with all civil claims – 
contributing negligence is always a factor.  The autopsy may determine 
the Mechanism of Death, such as a fan blade separating from the shaft 
and impaling the decedent.  The investigation and autopsy reveals this 
death was an accident – but it does not specifically address the incident 
and related causation – the blade and shaft separation.  Also consider a 
construction worker who falls and is impaled on a pile of metal debris or 
building material.  Several questions, answerable at autopsy, come to 
mind.  These include the possibility of a natural event, such as an acute 
cardiac event causing him to fall – was he deceased before or after the 
fall?  Was death caused by the impalement?  The issue of appropriate 
harnessing, restraint and material storage, although very relevant and part 
of the death investigation, may not be relevant at autopsy. 
 
As with motor vehicle collisions, the nature of the injuries, also the 
sequence of events will assist with the autopsy and may also be answered 
at autopsy.  The findings may bring to issue if this is a workers‟ 
compensation claim, also other insurance and survivor implications. 
 
WRONGFUL DEATH 
The issue of a wrongful death claim, including criminal homicide, can be 
dependent on many factors often addressed at autopsy.  These include 
intoxication of the decedent, health history (acute event or chronic history), 
debilitating or restrictive factors (aforementioned epileptic driver who was 
non-compliant with their medications), and activity at death such as 
leaving the danger zone or acting in self defense (turning away from the 
attack or protecting their face or vital organs), surprise attack, mutual 
combat, etc.  These types of deaths can be supported by a separate law 
enforcement investigation and all deaths are supported by the autopsy 
findings.  The nature of the injuries, contributing natural disease 
processes, levels of intoxication, proper restraint, etc., are all issues which 
should be noted for both support of the wrongful death claim, as the 
plaintiff, or comparative negligence, as both the plaintiff and defense.  All 
wrongful death claims originate from the more specific event causing the 
underlying incident.  It is important to look at the specifics of the autopsy 
and supporting investigation. 
 



NEGLIGENCE AND PERSONAL INJURY 
Most Causes of Death can be the foundation of a civil action claim, which 
are covered in more detail in the appropriate subcategories of this paper.  
The most common, and obvious, purpose of the autopsy report is a 
wrongful death action.  This is followed by being the foundation of 
negligence or personal injury actions.  The latter should be conducted in 
the same manner as a death investigation, sans the death and benefit of 
an autopsy.  If you are familiar with death investigation and autopsy 
protocol, a personal injury or negligence investigation will seem very 
familiar.  Autopsy reports will have detailed and important information 
requiring further investigation and documentation to support your claim.  
As an example, if the decedent was the causing factor, such as being an 
intoxicated driver who paralyzed a pedestrian, but was killed in the 
resulting collision. 
 
DRUG AND ALCOHOL OVERDOSES 
Overdoses, dependent on circumstances and levels of intoxication, can be 
any Manner of Death, excluding Natural.  Examples include:  Homicide 
(i.e. intentional poisoning of another), Suicide (acetaminophen overdose), 
Accident (acute ethanol poisoning) or Undetermined.  A common example 
of a Natural death due to alcohol is cirrhosis of the liver, a natural disease 
process onset by the alcoholism.  An acute alcoholic event is not Natural, 
it is ruled Accident due to the nature of the specific event causing death.  
These deaths can be combined with motor vehicle collisions, workplace 
accidents, also other injuries – such as self-inflicted wounds and head 
injuries from a fall.  Evidence found on the body – fresh needle marks, 
cone of foam at the nose and mouth (often indicative of opiate overdose), 
also evidence found on scene – syringes, illicit drug paraphernalia, 
prescription medication bottles and receipts, etc., are important and are 
often noted in the report. 
 
The two important factors are the underlying investigation and toxicology 
results.  With the autopsy report should be a reference to the therapeutic 
level, or non-fatal level of any positive results (marijuana is not quantified).  
One important consideration is the combination of alcohol and drugs, 
mixed illicit drugs, and illicit drugs mixed with prescription medications.  
Drug and alcohol related deaths may have non-fatal levels of individual 
drugs, which when combined become toxic, especially mixed narcotic 
drugs.  This is often recorded on the death certificate as multi-drug 
toxicity, with the Manner of death determined by the investigation and 
circumstances of death.  The autopsy may also reveal if the person was 
deceased at the scene, was moved or died while being transported to a 
hospital.  The first concern is the time of death and the related 
circumstances.  It is important to consult with a forensic toxicologist to 
formulate a timeline and effects of the drug(s) to the body during the 
perimortem period. 



 
SPECIAL CIRCUMSTANCES 
An example of a special circumstance is the death of an unborn fetus, 
which may be actionable as a wrongful death.  Autopsies of a fetus are 
dependent upon statute. In Colorado a hospital fetal demise of under 20 
weeks gestation is considered not viable and therefore, regardless of most 
circumstances, will not be autopsied in most jurisdictions; hence the use of 
„Fetal Demise‟ versus „Death‟ certificates.12xii  An exception to this would 
be outside of the hospital, such as the death of, or injury to, the mother 
due to homicide, suicide, motor vehicle collision, arson, drug overdose, or 
other mishap.  The death of the mother and/or fetus may be attributable to 
medical malpractice.  In all cases the gestation of the fetus, also the 
Cause and Manner of Death, will be paramount to your case.  In most 
cases, such as a motor vehicle collision, if the fetal demise was proximate 
to the death of the mother or due to a placental abruption due to an 
abdominal impact (i.e. fall, attack or motor vehicle collision), the autopsy 
findings will also be key to your case. 
 
A second example is the death of a newborn or infant without a specific 
known cause (i.e. child abuse or congenital defect).  Infant deaths of 
approximately under one year of age and without determination of Cause 
and Manner of Death are now referred to as SUIDS (Sudden Unexplained 
Infant Death Syndrome), formerly known as SIDS (Sudden Infant Death 
Syndrome).xiii  Only after a complete investigation, external and internal 
examination, toxicology, microscopy, review of the medical history, and no 
remaining definitive answer as to this death, will this be ruled a SUIDS 
death.  Any death, and especially of an infant or child, is traumatizing for 
the family.  To hear „we don‟t know‟ is neither easy to convey or hear.  
Infant and child deaths are investigations, and a future article, all unto their 
own.  In all other circumstances, the investigation and resulting autopsy 
report will provide the information necessary to determine if you have an 
actionable civil case, such as medical malpractice, or a death which could 
not have been prevented, such as congestive heart failure at birth.  A 
careful review of the complete death investigation and interview of the 
attending forensic pathologist is recommended to determine if prenatal or 
pediatric care could have prevented this death. 
 
INVESTIGATIVE CONSIDERATIONS 
We are professional Legal Investigators – impartial gatherers of facts and 
information to better prepare our clients for judicial adversarial battle.  To 
be effective we need as much complete information as possible.  I have 
been contacted by attorneys to review the autopsy report, sometimes 
accompanied by a police report or two.  Rarely is any additional 
information provided, often because they have not received full discovery.  
Although I commend these attorneys for trying to get a jumpstart on their 
legal strategy, complete information is the foundation of a detailed 



investigation.  Death investigation is nothing more than a fatal personal 
injury investigation.  Fractions of an inch can separate life and death, just 
as the death or personal injury incident is nothing more than the 
consequence of a perfect series of events.  The job of the professional 
Legal Investigator is to find and analyze these included events.  To do so 
requires as much information as possible. 
 
Medical records are not public information, while autopsy reports in most 
jurisdictions are.  You may be able to sit and review various case files and 
talk to the case investigators and forensic pathologists.  You can also 
request copies of public police reports and photographs of historical 
cases.  Combine this information with a review of the public court case file 
and begin a unique learning process.  Many things can be learned from 
these records – from injuries and causation, medical intervention, 
investigative techniques, investigative blunders, and legal strategies.  
Being prepared to investigate a serious bodily injury or death case, before 
it is first assigned to you, begins with learning the causation of injury and 
death. 
 
As professional Legal Investigators we spend a great deal of time learning 
how to manage caseloads, witnesses, evidence and reports.  Most civil 
personal injury and death cases are similar to criminal defense assault 
and homicide cases.  Injuries are caused, serious bodily injury or death 
occurs, and a lawsuit or criminal charges are filed.  Understanding and 
reviewing death cases of all types has given me the knowledge to expand 
my investigative skills in areas which are unique and standout from other 
investigators.  We may look into a person‟s rights having been violated, 
procedures and protocols followed, a complete investigation properly 
conducted, or if the incident happened as stated and reported.  But, how 
skilled are you to look at a report of injury or death, associated 
photographs and supporting investigation, to further assist your client in 
determining if the incident happened as reported – and why?  Or, as 
reported or investigated it could not have happened or may have 
happened in a different manner?  Knowing how to investigate is not 
synonymous with knowing both how and what to investigate. 
 
CONCLUSION 
Many investigators have a talent for conducting informative interviews, 
finding the nuances of a bad law enforcement investigation, and gathering 
the factual information necessary to support their client in the adversarial 
arena of the courtroom.  The autopsy report is a valuable learning and 
investigative tool that many investigators first learn of when they are 
assigned their first wrongful death case.  I have found that understanding 
the value of the autopsy report and the information accompanying it – 
such as photographs, medical records, toxicology reports and body 
diagrams – are valuable assets to all professional Legal Investigators.  



Just as the final report to the client is a detailed overview of the case 
investigation, so is an autopsy report.  Understanding what an autopsy 
report tells us about an incident will better prepare the professional Legal 
Investigator for any personal injury, death, negligence or criminal defense 
case.  Death is the result of a series of events causing a fatal injury or 
injuries.  Understanding what is in the autopsy report will give the 
professional Legal Investigator more insight and resources to rely upon in 
their own investigation, making them more valuable to their client. 
  



APPENDIX A – Documents to Request 
Supporting Information from the Medical Examiner‟s Office: 

 Autopsy reports* 

 Body diagrams** 

 Complete toxicology reports* 

 Autopsy attendance logs** 

 Investigative reports** 

 Autopsy and scene photographs** 

 Morgue identification photographs and methodology** 

 Laboratory and imaging reports (with imaging)** 

 Medication logs** 

 Evidence logs** 

 Death certificate (including original pending death certificate if 
issued)** 

 Correspondence, including with family, friends and witnesses** 
* Often public record 
** Often restricted by statute or considered work product.  May require subpoena or court 
order 

 
Supporting Information from the Medical Community*: 

 EMS and fire response trip sheets and reports 

 Hospital records from all area hospital 
(Including regional trauma and children‟s‟ hospitals) 

 Medical history and records (complete – never accept a summary 
report) 
(Note – hospital physicians include hospitalists, surgeons, specialists, 
radiologists, etc. maintain separate records – request this information) 

 Laboratory and imaging reports (including images) 

 Referrals and correspondence between physicians 

 Prescription history from all area pharmacies (including hospitals – 
often separate) 
* Often restricted by statute and / or requiring HIPAA releases, subpoena or court 
order 

 
Supporting Information from Law Enforcement and the Prosecutor‟s 
Office: 

 All specific case reports, and subject history – patrol, investigative, 
crime scene and evidence laboratories 

 Scene and autopsy photographs 

 Evidence logs 

 Correspondence, including with family, friends and witnesses 
 

  



APPENDIX B - Definitionsxiv 
Forensic Pathologist – A subspecialist in pathology whose area of 
special competence is the examination of persons who die sudden, 
unexpected or violent death. The forensic pathologist is an expert in 
determining cause and manner of death. The forensic pathologist is 
specially trained: to perform autopsies to determine the presence or 
absence of disease, injury or poisoning; to evaluate historical and law-
enforcement investigative information relating to manner of death; to 
collect medical evidence, such as trace evidence and secretions, to 
document sexual assault; and to reconstruct how a person received 
injuries. Forensic pathologists are trained in multiple non medical sciences 
as well as traditional medicine. Other areas of science that the forensic 
pathologist must have a working knowledge of the applicability of are 
toxicology, firearms examination (wound ballistics), trace evidence, 
forensic serology and DNA technology. The forensic pathologist acts as 
the case coordinator for the medical and forensic scientific assessment of 
a given death, making sure that the appropriate procedures and evidence 
collection techniques are applied to the body. When forensic pathologists 
are employed as death investigators they bring their expertise to bear 
upon the interpretation of the scene of death, in the assessment of the 
consistency of witnesses‟ statements with injuries, and the interpretation 
of injury patterns or patterned injuries. In jurisdictions where there are 
medical examiner systems, forensic pathologists are usually employed to 
perform autopsies to determine cause of death. 
 
Forensic Autopsy – is a postmortem examination of a body performed 
with the intent of determining the cause and manner of a death in 
question.  It may require evaluation of evidence attached to the body 
and/or found at the scene. 
 
Manner of Death – "how" the person died; a one word description of 
intentions and circumstances which led to the stated medical cause of 
death.  There are five: 

 Natural is a death caused solely by disease or the aging process. 
 

 Accident is a death caused by an unexpected or unplanned event. 
 

 Suicide is a death solely by an intentional act of the decedent, knowing 
that the act may cause death and without regard to the intent to cause 
death. 
 

 Homicide is the killing of a human being by another human being.  The 
legal definition includes intentional and unintentional acts.  A state 
execution or personal self defense are examples of legal and medical 
homicides; whereas a death from a motor vehicle accident is a medical 
accident but could be charged as a legal vehicular homicide. 



 

 Undetermined is used when the information pointing to one manner of 
death is no more compelling than one or more other competing 
manners of death in thorough consideration of all available information.  
For example, a gunshot wound without determining intent to inflict the 
wound would be „Undetermined – Suicide versus Accident‟. 
 
„Undetermined‟ is also used in Cause of Death, such as a SUIDS 
death in which the event(s) causing the death are undetermined.  If the 
Cause of Death is „Undetermined‟ so must the Manner of Death be. 
 

 Pending – A temporary Manner of Death used until further laboratory 
tests determine the actual Cause of Death. This allows for the 
disposition of the remains until the final autopsy report is available and 
the final certification of death made.  There is no „Manner of Death‟ 
noted or necessary. 

 
Cause of Death – The underlying disease or injury that is the specific and 
immediate medical reason for death.  This area of the death certificate has 
two components: 

 Part One:  Beginning with the immediate cause of death (e.g., 
Cirrhosis), followed by conditions resulting in the immediate cause of 
death (e.g., chronic ethanol abuse). 

 Part Two:  Significant, but non-contributing medical conditions (e.g., 
chronic tobacco smoker).   

This Manner of Death is „Natural‟. 
 
„Acute cardiac event‟ is specific and immediate; „Cardiopulmonary arrest‟ 
is not – all deaths are the result of the ceased function of the heart, lungs 
and brain.  This will be followed by the contributing factor to the immediate 
reason, such as „Hypertension‟.  Reading „backwards‟ – a history of 
hypertension (high blood pressure) caused an acute cardiac event (heart 
attack).   
 
HIPAA – Health Insurance Portability and Accountability Actxv 
Judicial and Administrative Proceedings: Covered entities may disclose 
protected health information in a judicial or administrative proceeding if the 
request for the information is through an order from a court or administrative 
tribunal. Such information may also be disclosed in response to a subpoena or 
other lawful process if certain assurances regarding notice to the individual or a 
protective order are provided. 
 
Law Enforcement Purposes: Covered entities may disclose protected health 
information to law enforcement officials for law enforcement purposes under the 
following six circumstances, and subject to specified conditions: (1) as required 
by law (including court orders, court-ordered warrants, subpoenas) and 
administrative requests; (2) to identify or locate a suspect, fugitive, material 



witness, or missing person; (3) in response to a law enforcement official‟s 
request for information about a victim or suspected victim of a crime; (4) to alert 
law enforcement of a person‟s death, if the covered entity suspects that criminal 
activity caused the death; (5) when a covered entity believes that protected 
health information is evidence of a crime that occurred on its premises; and (6) 
by a covered health care provider in a medical emergency not occurring on its 
premises, when necessary to inform law enforcement about the commission and 
nature of a crime, the location of the crime or crime victims, and the perpetrator 
of the crime. 
 
Decedents: Covered entities may disclose protected health information to 
funeral directors as needed, and to coroners or medical examiners to identify a 
deceased person, determine the cause of death, and perform other functions 
authorized by law. 

 
Workers’ Compensation: Covered entities may disclose protected health 
information as authorized by, and to comply with, workers‟ compensation 
laws and other similar programs providing benefits for work-related injuries 
or illnesses. 
 

End Notes: 
 

1 www.memorablequotations.com/voltaire.htm 
1 West’s Encyclopedia of American Law 
1 HIPAA – 45 C.F.R. § 164.512 et seq; www.hhs.gov/privacy/hippa/understanding/index.htm 
1 Colorado Revised Statutes (CRS) 30-10-601 et seq; National Association of Medical Examiners (The NAME) 
1 The NAME 
1 The NAME 
1 The NAME 
1 www.cbc.ca/canada/story/2005/08/05/mix-up-050805.html 
1 CRS and NAME 
1 HIPAA – 45 C.F.R. § 164.512 et seq; www.hhs.gov/privacy/hippa/understanding/index.htm 
1 The Pueblo Chieftain – January 31, 2007 
1 CRS 
1 DeathReference.com and Medical Dictionary.com 
1 DeathReference.com and Medical Dictionary.com 
1 HIPAA – 45 C.F.R. § 164.512 et seq; www.hhs.gov/privacy/hippa/understanding/index.htm 
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The legal investigator primarily works for attorneys that provide criminal 
defense and plaintiff civil litigation representation for their clients.  The 
procedures and protocols of this article encompass methodologies from 
multiple experiences, facets and observations of investigative techniques.  
These procedures and protocols are not limited to any type of 
investigation or scope of litigation.  This Investigative Protocol can be 
applied to investigations of domestic relations, child and family, work 
place, social service and child protection, law enforcement, insurance and 
other investigative assignments with the one common goal - to find the 
facts.  Justice is served when the facts are found, collected, documented 
and presented.  Justice is not served by selective investigative practices 
or the failure to conduct and complete a thorough and detailed 
investigation.  Just as building a house takes blue prints, supplies, 
contractors and team work – so does the litigation and investigative 
processes. 
“The painstaking inquiry of the legal investigator is indispensable to the 
competent and successful trial attorney and to the effective administration 
of justice in this country.”8 
 
The only true function of the legal investigator is as fact finders.  Legal 
investigators do not search specifically for the truth, they do so by way of 
first finding the facts.  The truth cannot be known without the facts.  It is in 
the same manner that dishonesty and elements of untruths are revealed.  
This Investigative Protocol will demonstrate the value of fact finding and 
following a logical progression to a natural conclusion.  Justice and the 
truth are reliant upon the facts.  Facts are the foundation of justice and 
following this Investigative Protocol builds on the foundation that is our 
justice system. 
 

                                                 
8 National Association of Legal Investigators – What is a Legal Investigator 



Legal investigators must know where they have been to get where they 
are going, and all legal investigations are that way.  For the attorney to 
effectively represent their client requires legal prowess - and a skilled and 
resourceful legal investigator.  Each assignment is a learning experience 
and each assignment is a new opportunity to bring forth the facts to speak 
for the victims traumatic injuries and death.  Motor vehicle collisions are a 
major leading cause of serious bodily injuries, traumatic brain injuries and 
death.  I know, as 10 years ago my Dad and I became a statistic, and as a 
Deputy Coroner I worked many fatal scenes – and gave that notification to 
next-of-kin for which there is no description. 
 
Legal investigators have a duty to the attorney to present a complete 
picture so that they may better advocate for their client.  They are 
unbiased and with no influence or opinions due to any person‟s race, sex, 
sexual orientation, color, creed, national origin, religion, or political beliefs.  
They have learned to use their skills, knowledge, and professional 
experiences to leave no stone unturned in all aspects of the case.  Legal 
investigators have heeded the calling of this profession and pursue the 
facts with passion - the passionate search for the facts.  The five stages of 
this Investigative Protocol is adaptable to every task, assignment and 
case. 
 
The initial meeting often first takes place several weeks, even months, 
after the attorney has met the client.  This may be after initial settlement 
negotiations have been unproductive.  In both civil litigation and criminal 
defense cases there are two important considerations – time and 
communication.  It is encouraged that when the plaintiff‟s attorney 
schedules a consultation for a case in which an investigator is a 
reasonable possibility, contact the legal investigator to be part of the 
meeting.  This may give the client comfort and the legal investigator can 
better begin to prepare the needed steps of the case by being part of this 
initial communication.  At the time this may not be practical, and at a 
minimum a meeting should be set up as soon as possible.  Another 
consideration is that investigation may determine that the case is not as 
initially expected – it is better to learn and know sooner, than be surprised 
later. 
 
This joint meeting will give all parties the time and immediate opportunity 
to ask any questions, provide timely answers and receive detailed 
information from the onset – investigative needs are often different from 
legal considerations.  In the event that the need for investigative services 
becomes more probable, it is necessary to immediately begin developing 
investigative and legal strategies. 
 
Stage 1. Prepare 
The Prepare stage is the foundation of this Investigative Protocol.  Proper 



preparation by the legal investigator moves the investigation smoothly, 
accurately, and efficiently.  This is the foundation for not only conducted, 
but completed and detailed investigations.  The Prepare stage covers the 
case, opposing legal strategy evidence and information, and involved 
persons (including witnesses, experts, etc.).  Sufficient preparation and 
background information is the foundation of a complete investigation that 
will prove crucial to the legal-investigative strategy. 
 
The primary component of the Prepare stage is to review all of the 
available information.  This includes evidentiary disclosures, elements of 
the civil allegations and defenses, any applicable rules and regulations, as 
well as policies and procedures.  There is also  examination of incident 
scene data - the place or location at which the incident(s) occurred, was 
investigated, evaluated, and documented.  There is an inspection and 
survey of documented evidence, damage, scene particulars, and similar 
tasks.  Reports and other documentation are reviewed, including 
recordings and photographs, to assist with making a thorough examination 
and evaluation.  Witness and party interviews are also key components of 
all investigations.  Preparation includes the foundation of knowledge, 
appropriate questions, and follow-up. 
 
In civil litigation the disclosures of both parties have specific obligations 
that the legal investigator should be aware of.  It is incumbent upon them 
to be both knowledgable of the procedures and be forthright with their 
client if there is any question or insufficient knowledge.  Working through 
the evidentiary disclosure processes involves significant investigation.  
Examples include: medical and dental records, personal and business 
transaction receipts, education and employment records.  Government 
and law enforcement records to consider includes:  jurisdictional law 
enforcement agencies, government level agencies, and various oversight 
agencies.  The primary task of the legal investigator is to determine, 
locate, and analyze any prior investigative records of any law 
enforcement, government and other responsible agencies.  This 
Investigative Protocol also includes reviewing audio and video recordings 
of interviews (comparing the records to the written reports and transcripts), 
scene and incident diagrams and photographs (comparing these to the 
actual scene), victim and witness statements (comparing them to their 
interviews and the written reports), and any other manner of evidence with 
the corresponding records and reports.  The legal investigator should 
leave no form of record or report unchecked.  Fact finding includes to 
always look for missing  and conflicting information, and confirm the 
information throughout this Investigative Protocol. 
 
In this competitive and intellectually demanding profession, it is important 
to act instead of react.  It is better to have the tools to find the facts than 
have the tables turned and be surprised by them.  The review of all 



pertinent records and reports is the key component to developing and 
implementing a successful investigative course of action. 
 
Being prepared is at the heart of every legal-investigative process.  
Reviewing the discovery and disclosures before meeting the client, and 
meeting the client before conducting interviews, is an example of keeping 
both informed of the case and keeping the case in perspective.  Being 
prepared prevents the legal investigator from unnecessarily moving into 
uncharted territory.  This is taking action – using skills and knowledge to 
investigate. 
 
Being unprepared can be perilous to a case – at the least it adds 
unnecessary expense.  Going into uncharted territory, working the case 
without at least a map and compass for guidance, is not wise.  Charting a 
course is the beginning of a cohesive plan enabling the professional 
investigator to ask the right questions, of the right person, at the right 
place and at the right time.  It is the foundation of a cohesive plan 
formulated to ascertain the best evidence – to better advocate for the 
client. 
 
This cohesive plan is dynamic, formed at the initial consultation and 
revised as both the legal and investigative strategies work together.  It is 
the teamwork of the attorney and investigator that is ultimately presented 
at the settlement conferences, plea negotiations, or trial. 
 
All incidents are either reported to or investigated by a work place 
supervisor, parent, law enforcement agency, government investigative 
agency; but not all incidents are investigated, and an investigation 
conducted is not necessarily an investigation completed.  The legal 
investigatigator must know how incidents are reported and determine if an 
investigation was conducted.  Also to be learned are the parameters and 
key components of that investigative process.  The Prepare stage is 
essential to the success of this Investigative Protocol.  Well thought out 
research preparation and planning will make the legal investigator efficient 
with the use of available time, funding, and resources.  This preparation 
will be reflected in the quality of the investigation, the investigative report, 
and presentation to the attorney – and may be seen by the opposing party 
and trier-of-fact. 
 
Stage 2. Inquire 
The Inquire stage of this Investigative Protocol is not the complete 
investigative process.  The previously described Prepare stage must be 
part of the investigative process.  The legal investigator, unlike first 
responders, can avoid jumping straight to the Inquire stage.  Unlike the 
inexperienced and untrained investigators - from private sector to law 
enforcement, or government to commercial investigators - the legal 



investigator does not jump right to the Inquire stage.  Doing so is 
detrimental to the investigative process.  Likewise, they do not end at the 
Inquire stage.  The legal investigator both conducts and completes the 
investigation.  The legal investigator does not fall into the trap of their 
investigation “being conducted”, “was conducted”, or “is conducted” – it is 
understood that “inquiry-only” based investigations are not investigations - 
they are simply reported inquiries. 
 
The Inquire stage of this Investigative Protocol highlights the value of 
complete background investigations, actual contact with victims, 
witnesses, and other involved persons - expanding the investigation as 
necessary.  Also highlighted is the value of making recommendations to 
the attorney and requests for additional information as warranted.  The 
legal investigator is also called upon to conduct and complete a parallel 
investigation.  This parallel investigation is the analysis of the initial 
investigation (i.e. law enforcement, insurance adjuster); while 
simultaneously completing an independent investigation.  It is important to 
know and follow procedures and protocols specific to the type of case and 
evidence.  There are often three main faults found in an improperly 
conducted investigation, which may result in a bad trial outcome, these 
are:  incomplete investigation, failure to follow procedures and protocol, 
and false information.  The legal investigator will use all of their skills, 
knowledge, and resources to think both inside and outside of the box. 
 
Poorly trained or inexperienced investigators, including those in the 
government, commercial and private sector may use the Inquire stage 
concept as the starting point of the investigation.  This is also often the 
point at which the investigation may prematurely end.  Generally, these 
are when the findings of the case have met the imposed requirement of 
proof – usually by statute or policy.  Specifically in non-criminal cases is 
the preponderance of evidence.  This is particular to entities that need 
only establish liability for claim purposes, such as the insurance industry; 
the preponderance of the evidence is defined as, “Evidence which is more 
credible and convincing than that presented by the other party or which 
shows that the fact to be proven is more probable than not.”9  Generally, 
unless these cases are further litigated, nothing more needs to be done - 
the facts, as presented, remain undisputed and the investigation, as 
conducted (but not completed) also remains unquestioned.  To conduct 
and complete a proper investigation each of the five components of this 
Investigative Protocol should be practiced.  This will show the strengths 
and weaknesses of the case - and a case is only as strong as its weakest 
link (fact, evidence, procedure).  The Inquire stage is the single largest 
component – in time, funding and resources, and of course findings – of 
this Investigative Protocol.  This stage will easily require the predominance 
of the time, funding, and resources.  This stage is also where the 

                                                 
9 Find Law – Electronic Legal Dictionary – www.findlaw.com 



strengths of the legal investigator are most readily seen and benefited 
from. 
 
Stage 3. Analyze 
The Analyze stage of this Investigative Protocol follows a series of 
important organizational planning steps.  The legal investigator has 
gathered information and separated the factual evidence versus the 
information as provided in the disclosures.  There has also been a detailed 
examination and evaluation of the processes of law enforcement, 
government, and business or insurance investigators.  The Analyze stage 
is both a subjective and objective reasoning exercise completed within 
every assignment until the case is completed.  The investigative 
assignments often have factors outside of the legal investigator‟s control:  
legal calendaring requirements, availability of records and reports, and the 
priority and availability of witnesses, and so forth.  The legal investigator 
looks at the totality of the evidence in the examination and evaluation.  
First is the analysis of the provided records and reports, followed by the 
analysis of the Inquire information.  The final comparison is of these two 
packets of information - ultimately determining what is factual, possible or 
plausible, and what is partially to wholly fiction. 
 
The legal investigator has two primary areas to be analyzed:  provided 
information and information developed in the investigative process.  The 
analysis is not usually as time intensive as other stages of this 
Investigative Protocol.  Legal investigators have two important skills:  to be 
inquisitive and analytical.  They work with and complement each other.  As 
with transitioning from Prepare to Inquire, the transition from Inquire to 
Analyze is natural for the seasoned legal investigator.  This transition may 
be during the Inquire stage, depending on the assignment, or it may be a 
completely separate function.  As an example, the analysis at the scene 
may be concurrent to that inquiry, with further in-depth analysis usually 
done at a later time.  
 
The Analyze stage includes:  a complete comparison of all information and 
factual evidence provided and discovered in the course of this 
Investigative Protocol.  The legal investigator is also a check and balance 
to ensure that no evidence is being forced upon a theory, or that no theory 
is being forced upon the evidence.  This process has continued 
throughout each assignment until the case is concluded. 
 
Stage 4. Document 
The review and documentation of the factual information and evidence 
involves three components:  evidentiary disclosures, attorney and client, 
and the legal investigator‟s work product.  The purposes of the Document 
stage is to memorialize:  existing and excluded information - cross 
referenced across components - and to maintain evidence protocols and 



procedures.  This is done through reports, logs and memorandums for 
reference and evidentiary reporting protocol.  The Document stage 
provides an informative flow of data for reference and cross-reference.  
This will benefit the legal investigator and attorney when nearing 
deposition, possible settlement, disposition, negotiation, or trial. 
 
The legal-investigative strategy will be dictated to some degree by the 
court system calendaring process.  As the attorney‟s legal strategy 
becomes more focused based, due in part to the legal investigator‟s 
findings, the analyzed data becomes more necessary and is organized 
throughout the documentation.  Developing the necessary protocols and 
procedures, as well as understanding those of other investigative 
agencies is another check and balance of assuring that all involved 
investigative personnel have each adhered to the best professional 
practices and accepted standards.  For the legal investigator, developing 
and following the Document stage of this Investigative Protocol will 
provide a strong indication of any missing or incomplete components of 
the investigative process. 
 
The Document stage is for the purpose of knowing what is in the working 
case file, and that of the opposing party.  This may include the 
investigative report or evidentiary exhibits for deposition, conferences, or 
trial.  This benefits the attorney with documented factual evidence to 
support and enhance their legal strategy.  Most of the tasks in the 
Document stage have been completed as information comes in and is 
generated in the course of this Investigative Protocol.  The Document 
stage is both a task and a check to ensure completion. 
 
Stage 5. Report 
The best investigative work, in any field, is only as good as the timeliness, 
thoroughness, cohesiveness, and accuracy of the investigative reports.  
Reports typically follow with completion of each assignment or regular 
intervals, and in the manner requested – from oral reporting to the detailed 
written report.  The complete package of investigative reports and 
documentation should place the client, or any reviewer, in the investigative 
process, as if they were there. 
 
The legal investigator may report verbally or in writing, depending on the 
need and discretion of the attorney.  For this article, consideration is to the 
formal written report; however, the same components may be related 
verbally.  The investigative report is the legal investigator‟s presentation of 
the assignment comprised of the legal investigator‟s skills, knowledge, 
findings, analysis, documentation and further recommendations based 
upon this Investigative Protocol.  The investigative report is also a 
presentation of the investigation to the attorney, and potentially opposing 
counsel and trier-of-fact.  The investigative report is more than about the 



skills and findings of the legal investigator - it is about the case that the 
attorney is working diligently to best represent and advocate for their 
client. 
 
The investigative report should consist of several components, following a 
similar process as this Investigative Protocol.  The investigative report will 
include the investigative process and findings, evidence review and 
analysis, and evidence presented.  Also included will be any incident 
investigation and analysis.  The investigative report should be as concise 
and brief as possible - to the degree that it does not omit any relevant and 
factual evidence.  All reports and records, witnesses and personnel, 
evidence and facts should be as detailed as necessary to concisely 
convey the legal investigator‟s findings. 
 
The body of the investigative report details how this Investigative Protocol 
was applied and is generally broken down into three sections and 
components of each section.  The investigative report is similar to a trial - 
the opening argument (Case Initiation), evidentiary stage (overall 
presentation – multiple appropriate headings), and the closing argument 
(Summary). 
 
Each report may also be similar to the written agenda for business 
meetings.  Agendas are divided into categories, as are report headings; 
open and closed items, or case assignments and progress; old business 
and new business, or review of actions; and comments, or 
recommendations.  Using a consistent and informative style provides the 
attorney with the benefit of knowing what to expect in the investigative 
report, easily reviewing the pertinent information, and considering both the 
status of the case and recommendations. 
 
KEY CONCEPTS IN INVESTIGATING MOTOR VEHICLE COLLISIONS 
 
The legal investigator is trained skilled and experienced in conducting 
investigations and assisting with other litigation support matters.  Legal 
investigators do not conduct legal research, write briefs or direct legal 
strategy.  That is left to the trial attorney, paralegal and legal assistant.  
Legal investigators best manage the investigative time, resources and 
funds.  Litigation is expensive and a challenge – a challenge that is 
accepted by legal investigator to work the minefield of records pertinent to 
the investigative component of the case.  Legal investigators have 
developed a multitude of resources and avenues of investigative 
information and methodologies – often reducing the impact of 
unnecessarily expended time and funds.  This challenge can first be met 
head on prior to accepting a case – to determine the basic facts and 
provide the tools for the attorney to evaluate.  The challenge continues 
with determining with the attorney the best investigative strategy that 



supports the legal concepts – the legal investigator is best experienced to 
direct the investigative methodology, giving the attorney and legal staff the 
opportunities to meet the legal challenges.  Meeting the goals of the case 
and litigation process is similar to manufacturing.  Each stage of 
manufacturing is actually piece by piece into larger components.  This is 
the legal and investigative arena – each individually building key 
components that are then brought together to assemble the complete 
investigative-legal strategy and case.  A motor vehicle collision is a 
common event that is litigated with the assistance of the legal investigator. 
 
Motor vehicle collisions are common cases involving the legal investigator 
and attorney.  Common underlying causes are driver related, vehicle 
related, and environmental related.  An incident may involve one to 
dozens of vehicles.  The most common are those involving two or more 
vehicles at a busy intersection.  The collision may involve criminal 
offenses, civil torts or both.  In the civil arena, the legal investigator is 
tasked with a post-incident investigation.  Other investigators involved will 
include law enforcement – initially criminally and by association also the 
civil investigation.  All motor vehicle collisions will involve insurance 
companies and adjusters – possibly in criminal cases for restitution 
purposes, but primarily civil and in the best interest of the insurance 
company.  The legal investigator may find themselves working opposed 
to, or with, another private sector investigator, law enforcement 
investigator, or insurance adjuster.   
 
Driver associated motor vehicle collisions may be due to negligence and 
reckless behavior, being under the influence of alcohol or other drugs, 
inattentiveness, inexperience or distractions, and even a medical 
condition.  Vehicle associated collisions may be due to a mechanical 
failure, known or determined to be a manufacturer‟s defect(s), or a 
combination of the driver and vehicle with inappropriate skill and training.  
Environmental factors may be manmade, natural or a combination.  
Manmade contributing factors may include roadway design, construction 
or maintenance, placement and maintenance of landscape, and traffic 
control design and maintenance.  Natural factors may include weather, 
terrain, wildlife, or blinding sunlight.  The legal investigator will find that 
many collisions may also have underlying causes that are a combination 
of factors.  An example would be an experienced driver that was 
intoxicated and driving friends to a party.  He was speeding on an 
unfamiliar winding and hilly road when he strikes a deer crossing the 
roadway.  The legal investigator‟s job, in part, will be to determine the 
sequence of events and contributing factors of each element to the cause 
of the collision.  In another example, an elderly driver was pulling into his 
neighborhood and experienced a heart attack and then pushes on the 
accelerator, striking a pedestrian just before striking a utility pole.  Both the 
driver and pedestrian are pronounced dead at the scene. 



 
The legal investigator will often focus on the incident scene and direct 
contributing factors of the motor vehicle collision.  Typically the 
investigation will include a review of any law enforcement or similar 
reports, witness statements and additional interviews, and photographs of 
the scene.  The legal investigator is skilled and tasked with providing a 
complete investigation.  Medical and social histories are important factors 
in investigating collisions.  It is important to determine if any medical 
history (i.e. cardiac history or diabetes) has any mitigating or aggravating 
role.  It is also important to determine if any social history (i.e. chronic 
alcohol consumption or recent depression) has any role in their driving 
habits or direct cause of the collision.  Motor vehicle collisions also involve 
multiple scenes (incident scene, vehicles and injured or deceased 
persons).  Each aspect of the collision should be included in the legal 
investigator‟s review and investigative process, as demonstrated in this 
Investigative Protocol. 
 
It is not uncommon for an investigator to be contacted and asked to 
interview witnesses Jane Doe and John Jones and unverified contact 
information provided.  The legal investigator‟s role in to provide services to 
the attorney that make them effective and perform investigative tasks they 
are experienced in – removing this responsibility from the attorney and 
legal staff, they have other areas to focus on.  At the onset of the 
investigation, the legal investigator should receive or request, and review, 
the following (not all are applicable and the list is not all inclusive): 

 Preliminary Medical and Social Histories (all parties to the civil or 
criminal action) 

 Witnesses and Statements 

 Vehicle Maintenance and Recall Records 

 Roadway Records (design and maintenance – including traffic control 
devices) 

 Weather Reports 

 Operator Driving Records (including court records) 

 Law Enforcement Records (including handwritten field notes) 

 Evidence (including reports and records) 

 Scene Photographs and Diagrams 

 911 Call Incident and Activity Reports 

 Emergency Medical Services Response (i.e. fire and ambulance) 

 Hospital, Clinic, and Medical Provider(s) Records 

 Outpatient and Physical Therapy Records 

 Autopsy Reports (including toxicology reports) 
 
After the initial review of the presented facts and information, the preferred 
method of reviewing a case is to have access to all of the evidence and 
involved persons in the case.  All motor vehicle collision investigations 
should include records and reports reviews, scene investigation, scene 



photography and videography, witness contacts and interviews, 
neighborhood canvas, discovered witness contacts and interviews, and 
documentation of information that supports, mitigates and contradicts 
reported information. 
 
The legal investigator is trained and experienced to conduct multiple 
components of a motor vehicle collision case for the litigation attorney.  
Following are some examples of what a legal investigator can contribute 
and assist the attorney with in conducting and completing a thorough 
investigation. 

 Review the accident reports and diagrams 

 Site survey and traffic control device survey of the collision scene; 

 Photograph and video the scene – including to coincide day and time 
of incident; 

 Contact and interview direct witnesses – including reviewing their 
written statements; 

 Request and obtain copies of traffic engineering reports from the 
appropriate authority; 

 Conduct a social background check of the impacting vehicle operator; 
and 

 Interview the responding law enforcement and emergency personnel. 
 
The legal investigator should visit and document the scene in such a 
manner that the description accurately portrays the scene to the attorney 
and trier-of-fact – as if placing them at the scene.  This will include the 
scene as observed and documented by each of the initial investigating 
agencies, witnesses, client and subsequently the legal investigator.  
Information should include location, road surface, terrain, landscaping, 
intersection design, natural and manmade environmental factors, and 
weather conditions.  Also to be determined and verified are any reference 
points, points of impact and point of rest of all vehicles and evidentiary 
debris and victims that may have been struck or ejected.  The scene 
investigation will detail if the scene was initially investigated properly and if 
the information reported by law enforcement, insurance adjusters, 
involved persons and witnesses are independently, and possibly 
collectively, accurate. 
 
Most motor vehicle collisions generally share the same basis of 
investigation.  Specific types of incidents and circumstances will dictate 
the specific investigative principles.  Key considerations include, but are 
not limited to: 

 Witness statements – supporting or contradicting, including 
inconsistent or differing observations 

 Speed and movement (or stationary position) of involved vehicles 

 Locations of involved persons and persons of interest 

 Actions of involved persons and persons of interest 



 Visibility and visual perspective of involved persons and persons of 
interest 

 Lighting and any landscaping issues or obstructions 

 Analysis of law enforcement investigation – including scene 
documentation and obtaining statements of relevant witnesses 

 
Motor vehicle collisions provide the legal investigator with the opportunity 
to conduct a variety of investigative tasks and enhance their skills and 
experience.  This includes from reviewing records and reports to 
neighborhood canvasses, and scene investigations to evidence collection 
and review.  It may encompass each of the multitudes of skills that the 
legal investigator possesses, as well as the resources for those they do 
not.  Motor vehicle collisions occur in a variety of locations and 
environments, and with a variety of causes and contributing factors.  They 
happen to persons of all ages, health, and socio-economic backgrounds – 
motor vehicle collisions have no biases.  They may involve multiple 
vehicles and impact the lives of involved persons with consequential soft 
tissue or serious bodily injuries, even death.  They impact the personal 
daily lives and can be financially destructive.   
 
The legal investigator is a key participant in the teamwork with the 
attorney or party they are retained by.  They will provide criminal or civil 
defense, and more often civil plaintiff investigative representation for 
redress in making the victim whole again – or as best as possible for the 
victim and/or their family.  In all cases, the function of the legal investigator 
is to assemble the facts for presentation as evidence.  There are 
approximately 10-12 key areas that legal investigators routinely manage in 
personal injury and death litigation.  Two of the most common are scene 
investigation documented by photography, and interviews of involved 
persons and witnesses.  These are managed using the described 
Investigative Protocol for a thoroughly conducted and completed 
investigation on behalf of the attorney – no stone is left unturned. 
 
SCENE PHOTOGRAPHY AND VIDEOGRAPHY 
The most important purpose of the scene documentation in this Inquire 
stage is to document and assist with determining the cause of the incident, 
property damage, injuries, and other related assignments.  Photography 
(or videography) is one of the most important forms of documentation – it 
can be worth the value of a desired verdict.  Subsequent additional 
photographs may then depict the subject matter as the involved persons 
observed it at the time of the incident.  Additional photographs may be 
used to demonstrate how the incident occurred, what may have prevented 
the incident, and what may have contributed to the causation of the 
incident. 
 



It is important to document the specifics of the photographs - usually in a 
report or log.  The more complete the context of the photographic process, 
the less necessary the detail of the log and report.  It is important for the 
legal investigator to accurately document the scene as they have 
observed it.  The documentation and depiction will include such details as 
traffic and traffic patterns, structural integrity or position of deconstruction, 
areas of inflicted and consequential damage, areas of injury, and areas 
that reflect none of these – these are negative photographs.  This is to 
show that there is a lack of damage or insufficient damage, other 
information “negative” or contrary to the information reported, and 
information contrary to the civil allegations or defenses. 
 
INTERVIEWS 
Interviews should be conducted in accordance with the instructions of the 
attorney and following all applicable ethical and procedural requirements.  
Interviews should include all persons that exhibit knowledge of the 
incident.  Doing so gives the legal investigator the opportunity to develop 
information and facts that will become pertinent when interviewing 
involved persons present at the onset of the underlying incident. 
 
For the purposes of this article, the interview is divided into two primary 
components:  narrative and comparative.  The narrative first gives the 
interviewee the opportunity to relate the events from a time period before 
to a time period after the incident.  Details will include the who, what, 
when, why, where and how of the incident – in as much detail as possible.  
After this narrative the legal investigator has the opportunity to follow up 
with specific questions for clarity and detail, and which may also assist 
with further memory recollection.  The next component is the comparative 
– simply confirming and clarifying what is provided in written statements or 
reports.  It is not unusual for the interviewee to add or detail information 
that is not otherwise provided.  More importantly, if their statements are 
summarized in a report (i.e. law enforcement or insurance), there may be 
significant details missing or incorrectly reported.  The interview will also 
include components that will assist the legal investigator in determining if 
there is any bias, animosity, or other positive or negative contributing 
factor in the potential of the person being deposed or testifying.  It is better 
to know and be forewarned, prepared than surprised. 
 
The first essential purpose of the interview is to determine what the person 
of interest recalls, their participation and actions, and if they have been 
contacted by other investigators, attorneys or insurance representatives.  
The second essential purpose is to document their recollection of events.  
The third essential purpose is to determine if there are any other unknown 
persons that should be contacted and interviewed.  How the interview is 
conducted (recording or not, written report or not, etc.) is prescribed by the 
attorney. 



 
There has been much written about conducting interviews.  The essential 
points must be covered, depending on the role of the person interviewed.  
Persons interviewed may include involved persons, witnesses, 
investigating law enforcement officers, responding emergency personnel 
and treating medical personnel.  In the event of a fatal event, the medical 
examiner, investigator and forensic pathologist may be interviewed. 
 
 
CONCLUSION 
One important trait that the legal investigator should develop and hone is 
intuition – to trust that gut feeling.  Intuition is there for a reason – not that 
it is wholly trustworthy, but that it is telling the legal investigator something 
based upon their education, training, skills and experience.  That 
something is worth the consideration of attention, if it is necessary to look 
into the evidence or not at it. 
  
The legal investigator does not take any case lightly.  High ethical 
standards – and the professionalism to know the importance of their duties 
– are the foundation for conducting and completing the case investigation.  
Cases are difficult to investigate and then bring to fruition, particularly in 
the civil arena.  The legal investigator will find that additional knowledge 
and resources are often needed – and many cases may test all of the 
various skills.  Careful planning and execution is necessary. 
 
It is often that an investigator will focus on what they find to be the issue(s) 
and not the full investigation.  It is important to convey that a proper 
investigation is all encompassing of all of the information and factual 
evidence.  All investigations are contextual – to remove one or more 
evidentiary components can alter the final conclusion.  Doing so is both 
improper investigative techniques and a disservice to the attorney and 
client. 
 

The legal investigator will be involved in both plaintiff and defense 
attempting to prove or disprove culpability liability or mitigate any damages 
and sentencing by finding the facts.  In all cases, the function of the legal 
investigator is to assemble the facts for presentation as evidence.  That is 
the passionate search for the facts. 
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