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INTRODUCTION:
THE BLUEPRINT
FOR JUSTICE

W h e n  a  h o m i c i d e
occurs, the scene is a
symphony  of  chaos,
urgency,  and  critical
information.  For  the
lead detective, the first
responding  officer,  or
t h e  c r i m e  s c e n e
investigator, that chaos
can  be  overwhelming.
The difference between
a  solved  case  and  a

cold  file  often  hinges
on  the  first  few  hours.
T h i s  i s  w h e r e  a
practical  homicide
i n v e s t i g a t i o n
checklist  and  field
guide  becomes  the
most  essential  tool  in
the investigator’s kit. It
is  not  just  a  l ist  of
tasks; it is a cognitive
anchor. It ensures that
n o  m a t t e r  h o w
complex the scene, the
foundational  steps are
e x e c u t e d  w i t h
precision,  consistency,
and legal defensibility.
This  article  serves  as
that guide, providing a
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c o m p r e h e n s i v e
breakdown  of  every
phase  of  a  homicide
investigation, from the
initial radio call to the
final case submission.

THE CRITICAL
FIRST RESPONSE:
SETTING THE TONE

The  moment  the  call
comes  in,  the  clock
starts.  The  first
responding  officers
hold  the  fate  of  the
investigation  in  their
hands.  Their  primary
d u t y  i s
preservation—of  life,
but also of evidence. A
practical  homicide
i n v e s t i g a t i o n
checklist  must  begin
here.

Arrival
and

Scene
Safety

Approach with
caution: Assess
for immediate
threats. Is the
suspect still on
scene? Are there
weapons,
hazardous
materials, or
environmental
dangers?
Request
backup and
medical aid:
Even if the victim
appears
deceased,
paramedics
should be
dispatched. Life-
saving efforts
must be
documented, as
they can disturb
evidence.
Establish
command: The
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first officer
should assume a
command role
until a supervisor
or detective
arrives. Clear
radio
communication is
critical.

Initial
Victim
Assessme
nt
Once  the  scene  i s
secure, a careful visual
assessment  of  the
victim is conducted. Do
not  move  the  body
unless  necessary  for
life-saving.  Note  the
p o s i t i o n ,  v i s i b l e
in jur ies ,  c lo th ing
condition,  and  any
objects near the body.
This is the moment to
start a mental timeline.

D o c u m e n t
everything  in  a  field
notebook.  This  is  the
first entry in your field
guide.

SECURING AND
DEFINING THE
CRIME SCENE
PERIMETER

O n e  o f  t h e  m o s t
common  mistakes  in
homicide  investigation
is  an  inadequately
defined  scene
perimeter. The scene is
no t  j us t  the  room
where the body lies; it
extends  to  entry  and
exit  paths,  vehicles,
dumpsters,  and  even
neighboring properties.
A  robust  homicide
i n v e s t i g a t i o n
checklist ensures that
the perimeter  is  large
enough  to  contain  all
potential evidence and
small  enough  to  be
manageable.
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Using
Physical
Barriers

Deploy crime
scene tape
immediately.
Assign officers to
each entry point.
No unauthorized
personnel—inclu
ding
supervisors—sho
uld cross the
tape without
logging in.
Control access.
Create a single
entry and exit
point. Log
everyone in and
out.

Identifyin

g
Secondar
y Scenes
A homicide may have a
primary  scene  (where
the body is found) and
secondary  scenes
(where  the  assault
began, where weapons
were  discarded,  or
where  the  suspect
fled).  Use  the  field
guide  to  perform  a
systematic grid search
of  the  surrounding
area.  This  includes
rooftops,  alleyways,
and  drainage  systems.

SYSTEMATIC
DOCUMENTATION:
THE BACKBONE OF
THE CASE

Before a single piece of
evidence  is  collected,
the  scene  must  be
p a i n s t a k i n g l y
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d o c u m e n t e d .
Documentation  is  the
only  thing  that  can
never be replicated. A
c o m p r e h e n s i v e
practical  homicide
i n v e s t i g a t i o n
checklist  emphasizes
that  every  step  must
be  recorded  in  three
formats: written notes,
photography,  and
sketch.

Photogra
phy and
Videogra
phy

Begin with
overall wide-
angle shots of
the scene and its
surroundings.
Move to mid-
range shots
showing
relationships

between objects
and the victim.
Take close-ups of
injuries,
weapons, trace
evidence, and
any unique
identifiers.
Use a scale
marker in every
close-up.
Document the
scale being
placed and
removed.
Consider aerial
photography
using drones for
large outdoor
scenes.

Note-
Taking
and
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Sketches
Your  field  notebook  is
your memory. Use it to
record  observations,
t i m e s ,  w e a t h e r
conditions,  lighting,
and  odors.  Rough
sketches  shou ld
include  measurements
of key objects relative
to  fixed  points.  A
finished  scale  drawing
is  prepared  later,  but
the initial sketch must
b e  a c c u r a t e  a n d
preserved.

EVIDENCE
COLLECTION AND
PRESERVATION

This is the heart of the
field  guide.  Each
piece of evidence is a
potential  witness.  But
mishandled evidence is
w o r s e  t h a n  n o
evidence—it  creates
reasonable doubt.  The
checklist  for  evidence
col lection  must  be

m e t h o d i c a l  a n d
exhaustive.

Types of
Physical
Evidence

Biological:
Blood, semen,
saliva, hair,
tissue. These
require dried
storage, cool
temperatures,
and avoidance of
cross-
contamination.
Trace: Fibers,
glass shards,
gunshot residue,
paint chips.
Collect using
tweezers and
static lifters.
Impressions:
Footwear, tire
marks, tool
marks,
fingerprints.
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Casting and
lifting must be
done promptly.
Weapons and
Tools: Firearms
must be
unloaded by a
qualified officer
and packaged
separately.
Knives and blunt
objects require
careful handling
to preserve
prints and DNA.

Chain of
Custody:
The Legal
Tether
Every  item  must  be
logged  with  a  unique
identifier,  date,  time,
collector's  name,  and
purpose. Each transfer
must  be  documented.
Without  an  unbroken

chain  of  custody,  the
e v i d e n c e  i s
inadmissible.  Your
practical  homicide
i n v e s t i g a t i o n
checkl ist  shou ld
include  a  chain-of-
custody form template
that is filled out in real
time.

VICTIM AND
SUSPECT
CONSIDERATIONS

While  the  scene  is
be ing  p rocessed ,
investigative leads are
d e v e l o p i n g .  T h e
victim’s  life  story is  a
r o a d m a p  t o  t h e
homicide. The suspect,
if  identified,  must  be
handled  with  legal
precision.

Victimolo
gy
Conduct  a  deep  dive
i n t o  t h e  v i c t i m ’ s
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background :  l a s t
known  movements,
associates,  financial
status,  relationships,
criminal  history,  and
social  media  activity.
This  is  not  profiling;  it
is  data collection.  The
field  guide  should
prompt investigators to
in terv iew  fami ly ,
friends, and coworkers
before  they  can  be
influenced  by  media
coverage.

Suspect
Interview
and
Rights

Identify and
locate the
suspect as
quickly as
possible.
Mirandize only
when the suspect

is in custody and
being
interrogated.
Voluntary
statements do
not require
Miranda.
Record all
interactions.
Video recording
is best practice.
Do not reveal
evidence details
to the suspect.
Let them talk.

WITNESS
INTERVIEWS AND
NEIGHBORHOOD
CANVASS

Witnesses  are  often
overlooked in the rush
to  process  physical
evidence. Yet, a single
neighbor who heard a
scream  or  saw  a  car
leaving at an odd hour
can  break  the  case.
Y o u r  p r a c t i c a l
h o m i c i d e
i n v e s t i g a t i o n
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checklist  and  field
guide  must  include a
structured  canvass
protocol.

Conducti
ng the
Canvass

Divide the
neighborhood
into sectors.
Assign teams to
each sector.
Knock on every
door. Ask about
sounds, lights,
visitors, and
unusual activity.
Use a
standardized
questionnaire to
ensure
consistency.
Look for private
security
cameras,
doorbell
cameras, and

traffic cameras.
Follow up on
anonymous tips
through
dedicated
hotlines.

Interview
Techniqu
es
T r e a t  w i t n e s s e s
individually.  Separate
t h e m  t o  a v o i d
contaminat ion  o f
statements. Use open-
ended questions  (e.g.,
“Tel l  me  what  you
saw”) before moving to
specific  questions.
A v o i d  l e a d i n g
questions.  Document
t h e  w i t n e s s ’ s
emotional  state  and
any  reasons  for  bias.

THE FIELD GUIDE:
PRACTICAL TOOLS
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AND TEMPLATES

A  true  field  guide  is
more than advice; it is
a  collection  of  ready-
t o - u s e  f o r m s ,
checklists, and decision
t rees .  Detect ives
s h o u l d  c a r r y  a
laminated  pocket
checklist  that  includes
t h e  f o l l o w i n g
categories:

Initial Scene1.
Checklist:
Safety,
command,
perimeter,
medical, victim
status, witness
hold.
Documentation2.
Checklist:
Photos (overall,
mid, close-up),
video, notes,
sketch,
measurements.
Evidence3.
Collection
Checklist:
Biological, trace,

impressions,
weapons,
packaging, chain
of custody.
Investigative4.
Leads
Checklist:
Victimology,
suspect ID,
vehicle
descriptions, cell
phone records,
financial records.
Legal5.
Compliance
Checklist:
Search warrants,
consent forms,
Miranda
advisement,
incident reports.

This  checklist  should
be  reviewed  before
leaving the station and
again before releasing
the scene. It is a living
document that can be
c u s t o m i z e d  f o r
departmental protocol.
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COMMON
MISTAKES AND
HOW TO AVOID

THEM

Experience is the best
teacher, but it is also a
p a i n f u l  o n e .  B y
studying  recurrent
errors,  investigators
can  bui ld  a  better
practical  homicide
i n v e s t i g a t i o n
checklist.  Below  are
th ree  o f  the  most
common  pitfal ls.

Tunnel
Vision
Investigators  often
fixate  on  an  early
suspect  and  ignore
contradictory evidence.
The  field  guide  must
include  periodic  case
reviews  by  a  peer  or
supervisor.  Step  back,
r e - e v a l u a t e  a l l
e v i d e n c e ,  a n d
challenge assumptions.

Incomplet
e
Documen
tation
Many  cases  fall  apart
because a  photograph
was  not  taken  in  the
original  state,  or  a
measurement  was
omitted. Use checklists
obsessively.  Cross-
check  photographs
with  sketches.  Ensure
that  every  i tem  of
evidence appears in at
least one photo.

Contamin
ation
Everyone who enters a
s c e n e  b r i n g s
contamination.  No
f o o d ,  d r i n k s ,  o r
tobacco.  Wear  ful l
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p r o t e c t i v e  g e a r :
booties, gloves, masks,
and hairnets. Minimize
the  number  of  people
in the inner perimeter.
Use  a  double-gloving
t e c h n i q u e  w h e n
handling  evidence.

CONCLUSION: THE
CHECKLIST AS A
DISCIPLINE

A practical homicide
i n v e s t i g a t i o n

checklist  and  field
guide is not a crutch.
It  is  a  discipline.  It
acknowledges  that
human  memory  i s
fallible  and  that  the
pressure  of  a  high-
stakes  investigation
can cloud judgment. By
following a structured,
repeatable  process,
investigators  protect
the  integrity  of  the
evidence,  the  rights


