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The saying, “We do not see things as they are, we see them as we are,” is the basis of police misconduct
investigations. Civilians, officers, and investigators all have life experiences that color their perception of
what happened during an incident, and what happened during an interview for an investigation.
Investigators cannot conduct a thorough investigation if they are unable to recognize what assumptions
and conclusions they are making about what people are telling them, and if they are unable to break
down the assumptions and conclusory language that the people they interview are using.
“He was belligerent,” is a common phrase in police misconduct investigations. However, it has no direct
meaning—it is conclusory. This subjective assessment of someone’s behavior does not help the
investigation determine what specific factual actions were taken and whether they were appropriate to
the situation. Ultimately no one attempting to recreate the scene could act out what “he was
belligerent” was in that specific instance.
In addition to explaining how prevalent this is, the lecture will include exercises that investigators can
use to fine-tune their listening, in order to avoid pitfall assumptions like, “I know what ‘He walked up to
me,’ looks like.” These exercises will also help in breaking down the conclusions of others such as, “I
could tell he wanted to kill me.”
Ultimately once this careful listening skill is acquired, investigators will be able to obtain the information
they need to make a factual determination regarding an incident.
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