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 The 2014 Iowa Association of Private Investigators conference is just a few months away. 
This year it will be held in the same place as last year the Holiday Inn located at 4800 Merle Hay 
Road in Des Moines, Iowa on July 24 and 25th 2014. 
 

 Our keynote speaker will be Dean Beers and we are really excited to have him at this year’s 
conference.  Dean A. Beers, CLI, CCDI is a Colorado Licensed Private Investigator (#PI-503), a Certified Legal Investi-
gator and Certified Criminal Defense Investigator, and expert in criminal defense homicide and civil equivocal death in-
vestigations. He is certified in Medicolegal Death Investigations and is a POST certified instructor, and has served as a 
forensic autopsy assistant.  He has lectured extensively and authored multiple articles, peer-reviewed white papers, and 
provided expert testimony on Protocols of Private Investigation, and Forensic Investigation of Injury Pattern Analysis, as 
well as consulted as a subject matter expert in Equivocal Death Analysis, Injury Causation, Time of Death, Crime Scene 
Analysis, Investigative Protocol, Evidence Protocol, and Forensic Photography.  He continues to speak extensively on 
investigative techniques and principles and has authored multiple peer-reviewed white papers, and three books - Practical 
Methods for Legal Investigations: Concepts and Protocols in Civil and Criminal Cases, released by CRC Press in Febru-
ary 2011, previously Professional Investigations:  Individual Locates, Backgrounds and Assets & Liabilities and most 
recently A Survivors' Guide to Understanding Death Investigations (co-authored with his wife and business partner).  He 
founded his agency in 1987 and operates it with his wife Karen S. Beers, BSW, CCDI, with whom he co-developed Death 
Investigation for Private Investigators distance learning and continuing education. 
 

 I really hope to see as many members from our IAPI association attend the conference. So please keep on your 
fellow members to attend this year’s conference and keep recruiting new members.   It’s always great to see fellow IAPI 
members at our annual conference and network. 
 

 In closing I would like to encourage every member to get involved with our organization and see what commit-
tees they would want to volunteer for this year. Also once again thank everyone for supporting Iowa Association of Pri-
vate Investigators.  Enjoy the spring season and wishing everyone continued success in 2014! 
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Any advertising submitted shall include, in advance of publication, the appropriate fee as well as camera-ready  
artwork.  All advertisements and claims made in such advertisements are the sole responsibility of the advertisers.  
The Newsletter welcomes submitted articles, notices and other information of interest to private investigators for  
publication.  The items published in this Newsletter and opinions herein do not necessarily reflect the views of the 
Iowa Association of Private Investigators. The IAPI reserves the right to edit, or strike any submitted article or  

advertisement which it deems inappropriate.   
 
The IAPI Newsletter is published quarterly by the Iowa Association of Private Investigators.  Please make checks  
payable to IAPI and send all inquires, articles and related informational materials to: Jeff Marlin, Editor, IAPI  

Newsletter, PO Box 11183, Cedar Rapids, IA 52410 or email jmarlin@marlinsspecialinvestigations.com 
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Profile -  IAPI Member Tom Smith  
 

Tom Smith is a retired Naval Officer with 21+ years of military service.  He enlisted in the 
Navy in 1968 and graduated from the Navy's Underwater Swimmers School in Kew West, 
Florida and then from Explosive Ordnance Disposal (EOD) School in Indian Head, Mary-
land. He went on to serve two tours in Vietnam and was honorably discharged in 1972. 
 
During the next three years, Tom became a SCUBA diving instructor at the Ocean Reef 
Club in Key Largo, Florida then moved to Coral Gables where he attended Miami-Dade 
College and attained an Associate’s Degree in Liberal Arts while working for the Pinkerton 
Detective Agency. 
 
In 1976, Tom re-enlisted in the Navy and got back into EOD and did a Mediterranean 
cruise on the USS John F. Kennedy. During the next five years, Tom worked out of Pa-
nama City and Ft. Lauderdale, Florida and provided VIP support to the Secret Service for 
presidents Nixon, Ford, and Carter. Tom was honorably discharged again in 1980 after 
achieving "Master Blaster", the highest level of recognition in EOD. He married and then 
enrolled in Missouri Western State College, graduating in 1984 with a BS in Electronics 
Engineering Technology. 
 
Upon graduation, Tom received employment with General Dynamics in San Diego, Cali-
fornia. During the next 12 years, Tom served in the Naval Reserve and received his com-
mission in 1986. 
 
Tom has been a resident of the Cedar Rapids/Marion area since 1998. He retired from 
Rockwell Collins in 2010 and in 2011 fulfilled a lifetime dream to sail the open ocean.  He 
sailed on three different sailboats and covered over 7000 ocean miles including a trans-
Atlantic voyage. 
 
In February of 2013, Tom decided that his Second Amendment right to self-defense was 
a use-it-or-lose-it proposition.  He purchased a shotgun and the first handgun he has ever 
owned and traveled to Parumph, Nevada where he spent two months at the Front Sight 
Training Institute, graduating from the Defensive Handgun course and also taking 
the Tactical Shotgun and Skill Builder's courses. 
 
During training at Front Sight, he met and partnered up with several county sheriff depu-
ties and police officers and developed a fascination with law enforcement.  Being too old 
to enter law enforcement, he took a course in Bail Fugitive Recovery.  On his return to 
Cedar Rapids, Iowa, he decided to become a licensed Private Investigator and in August 
of 2013, started Patriot Investigations.  His most recent accomplishment is graduating 
from the Cedar Rapids Civilian Police Academy. 
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 PUBLIC RECORDS – THINKING OUTSIDE THE BOX ON  

RESTRICTED OR REDACTED COURT RECORDS  
Dean A. Beers, CLI  

 

As private investigators we often check court records in the course of backgrounds, assets, and 
skip tracing - and the court records are often redacted of certain identifying and contact informa-
tion, if we are permitted to view this otherwise public record. The other issue complicating our job 
is that certain files are being destroyed after a set number a years after the case is closed. 
These include non-violent misdemeanors and other offenses considered minor. Although it may 
differ by locale, in many jurisdictions these issues are further complicated by the myriad of stat-
utes, department policies and judicial directives.  
 
In my books and presentations detailing background and skip tracing methodologies, I have 
stressed the importance of not relying on only online databases - public and private - there are 
advantages to communicating in-person, via telephone and by mail. There is also an importance 
to knowing how the same record, or information from the record, can be obtained from a different 
source. Here is a recent experience that I hope serves as a guide - from the importance of our 
access to records, to the importance of having a variety of sources for records.  
 
The case background was to locate a person to determine if they may have standing as a plain-
tiff in a lawsuit. The subject had been estranged from her family since a divorce in 2001. Stan-
dard database searches revealed only an old address, truncated social security number, correct 
date of birth, and two middle names (one was her maiden name). The phone numbers were dis-
connected and the property she had owned was sold during the divorce proceedings, with all re-
cords going to the ex-husband. The only public records were from an online court records search 
- three cases, the most recent 2005; there is often only very limited information in this online 
Registry of Actions1 for public use. First was a visit to the court house where it was determined 
that the files are destroyed after only four years. A nice conversation with the clerk got me their 
official Registry of Actions - which included the address, phone number, driver's license number, 
date of birth, etc. (everything I actually wanted from viewing the file). Next was a visit to the po-
lice department to get the full incident report, tow records, citation (including the backside - im-
portant for officer comments), driver license number, phone number, and different residential ad-
dress, etc. Following that was a drive-by of the house to spot the vehicle noted in the citation and 
a phone call to the attorney recommending they call the subject to set up an appointment. Had 
this information not been current, and I expected it would not be, I had developed multiple useful 
leads enroute to the address for immediate follow-up - from who owned the property (same as in 
2001) to the phone number (same as the property owner); the subject was not listed on any of 
the records.   
 
The moral of the story is that none of the information was available via online databases (except 
a full social security number, which still produced nothing current). We often forget about the 
court's Registry of Actions - including the clerks. More important, clerks often do not think of re-
dacting information from the Registry of Actions (the judicial directive in Colorado is to redact 
from the file for viewing and copies from the file). When asking for copies of a record or report - 
ask for anything you can think of that would be available. Do not limit yourself to the obvious, 
and if you are unsure - ask the clerk what is available. Many of us forget about going to the 
source of the record - the traffic citation in this case.  
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In most jurisdictions, particularly known to be so in Colorado, police departments are not yet un-
der any directive to redact information (except juvenile data and social security numbers. There is 
more than one way to skin a cat. It is important to also consider that some insurance companies 
do not cover the use of on-line records without a verifying hand-search.  
 
This is for the same reason we should not consider only online records – the GIGO factor. Gar-
bage In Garbage Out. Errors can create problems with searching and the results. Intentional er-
rors can be made by the applicant, or spelling errors of the applicant or clerk, as well as typos 
and unintentional errors by the clerk.  
 
So, next time you are stumped - think outside of the box, make a phone call and ask all the right 
questions (without tipping off your end goal) and make a personal visit if possible. I have had 
many informative conversations with various clerks and it’s nice to put a friendly face out there for 
next time. That beginning clerk that is learning and irritating with their lack of knowledge may be 
the supervisor next month, year or 10 years. Finally, keep in mind that it does not take long for 
our legal methodologies to come under attack. Be tactful, courteous and responsive to those we 
deal with. Don't give away your options if you are denied a record; as an example, don't say 
'that's fine, I'll just go to the police department and get it'. First, when confronted with a clerk who 
will not provide what you know is a public record, ask to get the refusal in writing along with the 
applicable cite that you can take back to your attorney (client, supervisor, etc). Next, think about 
what your experiences have been. In this situation you are pulled over, receive a citation and go 
to court. What are the points of contact for this experience? What paper work is filed and where? 
Genealogists are well known for relying on scouring records - and the unusual - not just online 
databases, check with a genealogist for their experiences.  
 
As a member of NCISS, and hopefully your state association, you have taken an important step 
in ensuring that you and your colleagues remain in business and our professions survive. Unfor-
tunately, we continue to see the attacks on our profession that, often indirect due to legislation, 
have unintended consequences. With our profession comes great responsibility and ethics. Part 
of this responsibility is to prevent abuse of our access to public records – what remains of our ac-
cess – and project the pride and skills we possess through the image the public has of us.  
 
© 2010 Dean A. Beers, CLI  
Dean A. Beers, CLI is the current NCISS Membership Committee Chairman. He is a legal investigator and an ex-
pert in criminal defense homicide and civil equivocal death investigations. He is also certified in Medicolegal Death 
Investigator and served as a forensic autopsy assistant. He has lectured and authored multiple articles, peer-reviewed 
white papers, and provided expert testimony on private investigator protocols. He authored Professional Locate In-
vestigations and recently completed Practical Methods for Legal Investigations: Concepts and Protocols in Civil 
and Criminal Cases that will be available in January 2011.  
 
Dean is the VP of Membership of the Professional Private Investigators Association of Colorado, a Region 6 CLI 
Representative of the National Association of Legal Investigators and has a column called Forensic Focus in The 
Legal Investigator, a trade magazine, Affiliate Consultant member of the National Association of Medical Examin-
ers, and holds additional memberships in the World Association of Detectives, International Association for Identifi-
cation, 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 in Medicolegal Death Investigator. They have two daughters, a 
granddaughter and identical twin grandsons.  
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Unmanned Surveillance – The New Standard? 
 

The rapid development of unmanned surveillance for military use raises many questions: What 

will this mean for the private sector surveillance industry? 

What will this mean for us as private investigators? 

Not since the introduction of GPS to the private sector has a technology so drastically changed 

the tactics, techniques and procedures (TTPs) of how surveillance operations are conducted. 

What we talk about when we talk about “unmanned surveillance“ 

Toy UAVs 

First let me define what I’m not  talking about: I am not  referring to the many unmanned aerial 
vehicles (UAVs) that hover over suburban homes across America.  These private-sector UAVs 
are little more than toys – primarily, remotely controlled helicopter variants with minimal flight 

times that fly at altitudes far too low to be covert. 

Realistically, UAVs offer little in the way of obtaining useable video. 

Sure, “real” UAVs exist; but they’re cost prohibitive and, more importantly, aren’t lawful for pri-
vate-sector use.  The reality is, useful UAVs will likely remain out of the reach of PIs for the 
long-term for a variety of reasons: FAA regulations, violating reasonable expectation of privacy, 

political fallout, and cost. 

Cheap “Hidden” Cameras 

I am also not  talking about the $99 hidden camera you find online. Sure, you can tape a stick 
camera to a tree outside a subject’s residence.  But can you view it real-time?  Can you see where 
the camera is pointed?  Will the subject even be identifiable in the video?  The answer to all 

these questions is likely NO. 

The Future: Hi-Def, Real-Time Surveillance 

What I am referring to when talking about unmanned surveillance is high-definition systems that 
stream in real-time, are controllable in real-time, can track a moving target, and (since they are 
real-time) can be used to trigger departures for mobile surveillance.  Add intelligent analytics to 
the mix, and you can sift through days of unmonitored video in minutes.  They’re available for 

vehicle deployments or in pole mount/tripod deployments for outside the vehicle. 
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So what’s the benefit to these amazing gadgets? 

The answers are simple and many. The systems can be dropped into any vehicle in minutes, al-
lowing sedans with no window tint, or any variety of vehicle for that matter, to be used as a sur-

veillance platform. 

Have you been getting burned on surveillance? Perhaps it’s because the target sees you sitting in 
the vehicle or because your vehicle is so “blacked out” by limo tint and curtains that anyone with 

a sense of awareness is immediately spooked. 

Unmanned platforms eliminate that problem. Use a standard vehicle, and anyone can see it is un-
occupied.  My surveillance firm has “smoked” countless cases where our competitors in manned 
vehicles have failed because we’ve been able to set up with unmanned vehicles and pole cameras. 
I know this because we have clients that have assigned cases to us that were previously assigned 
to other firms with no results after countless days of surveillance. Give us a day with our un-

manned platform, and we’ll give you useable, high-def video. 

Unmanned systems also eliminate the paranoia factor that can plague a human operative. Many 
PIs experience the concern of being caught in the backseat of their surveillance vehicle. This 
causes them to abandon ideal setups and consequently miss crucial activity by the subject. Un-
manned platforms eliminate this problem as well as the discomfort a PI experiences during bouts 
of hot summer or freezing winter days.  I much prefer to sit comfortably in my car, running the 

A/C, off the “X”. 

Finally, and most importantly in my opinion, every PI should have this tool in his arsenal because 
the competition is using it. Small businesses and nationwide firms are slowly recognizing the im-
portance of unmanned technology and are starting to implement it into their daily operations. 

This trend will continue. 

Don’t get put into the unfortunate position of losing a client because they turned to a PI firm that 
is using the most up-to-date surveillance technology. I can attest that most of our new clients 

have sought us out due to this capability. 

We can’t control what our target does—nobody can. But we can and should pull out all the stops 
to obtain video when subjects are in the public space. It’s our job, and it’s what our clients rely on 
us for. We consistently obtain usable video in more than 90 percent of our surveillance cases. Un-

manned technology is instrumental in achieving that objective. 

About the Author: 

Zach Grove is a former CIA Operations Officer who left the agency in 2010 to open Armada Global.  Ar-

mada specializes in surveillance services incorporating unmanned platforms with human teams.  Armada 

also customizes and builds unmanned platforms for fellow PIs and law enforcement.   
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Five ways to ruin our industry, destroy our credibility,  

and perpetuate the stereotype. 
 

 
When I opened my small investigations firm several years ago, I made all the rookie mistakes: Failing to 
collect a retainer before starting a job. Agreeing to work for clients who are clearly insane. And of 

course, thoroughly botching surveillance assignments. 

Anyone who does surveillance has failed at surveillance at some point. I have been burned, thrown un-
der the bus, and nearly arrested for surveillance mistakes. So I want to be clear: I understand that sur-
veillance work is difficult, and the potential for being identified as a PI is always there. Been there, done 

that. 

But earlier this summer, when I found myself under surveillance, I realized that there are categories of 

surveillance fail that I was not previously aware of. 

Over a period of several weeks, we spotted a number of “operatives” parked near our office multiple 
times. We spotted them trailing us in the grocery store, and later the same day, sitting near us at a bar. 
We’ve identified each of the investigators personally, with pictures. They are all either former or current 

law enforcement, and they have all been burned, shamefully so. 

In a word, the buffoons who followed our team are particularly inept at the job. Here’s what they did 

wrong, and what you (and we all) should avoid doing: 

1.  Look like a PI stereotype. 

If you wear 5.11 tactical pants while on surveillance in a grocery store, you should look for other work. 

And the matching 5.11 tactical boots? Seriously? 

Now I will say that the ever-so-subtle “dry-fit” sports shirt you somehow stretched over that generous 
gut almost fooled me. But then you went and blew it with the whole special-operator-sunglasses-black-

5.11 baseball-cap look. “What? Don’t notice me, I’m just examining this kumquat…intensely.” 

When you’re following two people and they split up, maybe check your six before scampering down 
aisle 8 (jams, jellies, nut-butters, and dressings), all Jonathan Ames-like, crouching down comically to 
peek around the corner chasing A…while B is waltzing up from behind to ask you which is the best 

brand of almond butter. This actually happened. 

2.  Wear the same outfit in several places. 

If you do surveillance work and you don’t carry a change of clothes, you should look for other work. 
Dude: Pack several outfits. And the 5.11 I-wish-I-coulda-been-a-special-operator-but-the-whole-

morbid-obesity-thing-got-in-the-way look shouldn’t be one of them. 
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When you get burned at Whole Foods, it’s probably best to move on and let another investigator pick up 
the eyeball. But if you have to work it yourself (which sometimes happens), maybe, just maybe, consider 
at least a costume change. Because the GI Joe look that failed in the health-food market isn’t working any 

better at the tapas bar in the hipster part of town. 

3. Get really close to your subject. I mean really close. 

If you feel the compunction to get so close to your subject that he can smell you, you might want to look 
for another line of work. And if one of your subjects has asked you, earlier that day, which variety of al-

mond butter you prefer, it might be best not to plop down next to him on a barstool a few hours later. 

The fact that the shoot-me-first-I’m-an-ex-cop-5.11-tactical-pants you insist on wearing are a bland shade 

of khaki doesn’t make you any less conspicuous. 

4.  Park directly in front of the subject’s house. 

If you insist on parking your nondescript-limo-dark-custom-SUV with its array of antennae directly in 

front of your mark’s house, you need to quit this business. 

Did I wake up inside a sitcom? Who actually thinks this is a stealth maneuver? 

5. Keep coming back for more. 

If you’re somehow convinced that 5.11 tactical gear acts as an invisibility cloak, leave this profession. 

Please, just quit. 

After you’ve been burned, bring in another guy. After you’ve been spotted five times in one week, bring in 
another gal. After your subject walks up to you in Whole Foods and asks you which organic almond butter 

you like best, it’s time to go home. We can see you. 

It has been said that common sense is so rare it’s almost like a superpower. If you do surveillance work, 
use a little bit of common sense. Prepare. Learn where and when the subject hangs out. Study how people 

dress in those places. Figure out how to fit in. 

Every clique has a uniform. Hipsters wear selvage denim jeans. Mid-level professionals own a closetful of 
pleated khaki pants. Commercial real-estate agents in LA don Zegna suits. Music producers love ironic t-

shirts. 

The same goes for your vehicle. For a cul-de-sac suburb, borrow a minivan. Or slap a magnetic “Green 
Thumb Landscapers” sign on your truck’s door panel and throw some mulch in the truck bed. Look like 

you belong, and you will become invisible. 

As a professional surveillance operative, you need to be able to discern the proper street wear (and vehicle) 
and find a way to blend. If you can’t, bring in someone who can, because your client isn’t paying you to be 
featured in Pursuit Magazine. 
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Cyber Investigations: Keep It Simple 

A good cyber-investigator applies not only high-tech skills, but old-school  

gumshoe know-how. Here’s how. 

 

As cyber-crime investigations require more and more tech-savvy, I see investigators struggling to 
keep their knowledge current, spending thousands of dollars on the latest information security certifi-

cations…and often, neglecting the low-tech investigative skills of simple critical thinking. 

Don’t get me wrong: Having the proper certifications may open doors and position you as a expert 
witness in court. In fact, I have two certifications under my belt. But how useful are the techniques I 

learned in the training courses, in my day-to-day investigations practice? 

For me, not particularly. 

Sure, technical knowledge is important. But relying on the latest certification, to the detriment of old-

school sleuthing skills can be harmful to your practice. 

Clients don’t care about framed certificates. They care whether you can help solve their problems. 
And the most reliable way I’ve found to get them the information they need is to use a combination of 
skills—many of them, the same basic investigative techniques that I learned when I was a rookie po-

lice officer more than 15 years ago. 

And if I need to use more advanced technical skills in computer and network systems for a case, I can 
always outsource that part of my investigations to a trusted forensic specialist or IT person whose job 

it is to know more than I do. 

That lets me focus on what I do best: the old investigative method called, “Who, What, Where, When, 
Why.” This should be the foundation of any investigation—even a cyber-crime case. Remember: a 
computer or other digital device is simply a vehicle to committing a crime, nothing more, nothing 

less. The human factor is always present, and humans leave trails—virtual and real-world. 

IT Guy 0; Gumshoe, 1 

I recently worked a case for a client who was receiving harassing messages from an anonymous per-
son through her business email. The client had previously contracted with an IT professional to ac-
quire an IP address and track the person, in order to start a legal action. The IT person was unable to 
track a footprint or route of the email communications, and the client paid a considerable amount of 

money for zero information. 

What did the IT professional miss? He didn’t conduct a basic investigation—he followed the digital 

trail but ignored the human factor. 
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The client called me, and within the first few minutes of our initial meeting, I had two possible indi-
viduals of interest by asking one question: “Who have you recently had issues with in your personal or 

business life?” 

Based on that information, I conducted background checks on both people and found that one had ex-
tensive experience as a computer programmer. I discreetly met with him, and he admitted to sending a 

series of emails to the client. 

I submitted the findings of my investigation to my client’s attorney, and a civil lawsuit was filed. 

Obviously, some cases require more technical knowledge than that one did. But this case illustrates 

how working computer and cyber-crime investigations can be less-complicated then we think. 

What’s in a name? 

It seems that some investigators get very excited about printing fancy high-tech titles and qualifica-
tions on their business cards—titles like “Cyber-Sleuth,” “Cyber-Crime Investigator” or “Internet 

Crimes Consultant.” 

I’m wary of this practice. I prefer to just call myself a private investigator who specializes in computer 

and cyber investigations. 

If you’re an investigator wanting to specialize in high-technology investigations, I recommend that 
you study computer forensics and networks and acquire working knowledge of digital and electronic 
systems. But be judicious in how you apply designations and titles. Keep in mind that if you’re ever 
called on to testify in court, the first thing a defendant’s attorney will pick apart is the amount of train-

ing and experience you have in computer investigations. 

If your experience it limited, state that clearly, and testify on the investigative methods you used to 
acquire the information in your report. Don’t claim to be an expert in a field unless you have years be-
hind you working computer forensics cases and have documented proof of your training and experi-

ence. 

Remember, our clients are targets of these crimes because of their reliance on digital systems. Having 
expertise in this area can be a lucrative part of your private investigations business. But don’t neglect 

the basic skills of deductive reasoning that are the foundation of the investigator’s art. 

Keep it simple! 
 

 ABOUT THE AUTHOR: 

Marco Garza is a licensed private investigator and partner with GRI Consulting Group-Investigations in San Diego, 

California. Marco has more than 15 years of law enforcement experience in San Diego and has worked numerous 

assignments from patrol to investigations. Since opening his private investigations agency in 2007, he has worked 

mostly civil and legal investigations and helps other private investigators with marketing strategies.  He can be 

reached at mgarza@griconsultinggroup.com 
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The Art of the Investigative Phone Interview 

As an in-house investigator with a New York law firm specializing in securities, antitrust, and consumer protec-
tion litigation, a lot of my cases involve identifying, locating, and interviewing potential witnesses. Because many 

of them live far from NYC, I can’t always interview them in person. 

The process works like this: Once we identify a witness, we do an extensive pre- screening to determine whether 
he meets our legal and ethical guidelines, and whether his knowledge or experience is relevant to our investiga-

tion. After that, I usually make initial contact the old-fashioned way: by picking up the phone 

It’s never easy (or ideal) to cold-call a potential witness. The first call may be awkward. You might reach the sub-
ject at an inopportune, time, or she may initially be hesitant to speak openly about sensitive information with a 
stranger, especially one who identifies him/herself as an “investigator”). But in my experience, most folks I call 

are intelligent, well-spoken, and (often) eager to speak freely about what they know. 

Although I do occasionally encounter people who are unwilling to talk to me remotely, I’ve had plenty of suc-
cesses over the last 12 years by simply picking up the phone. Given the nature of our cases, most witnesses are 
more comfortable speaking with me from the comfort of their home or office. Even though the people I call may 
never have met me (and may not be aware of our investigation), most are willing to help and share their observa-

tions or sentiments freely. 

Remember, these interviews are not interrogations. Generally speaking, the witnesses we contact are not under 

suspicion. 

With that in mind, here are a few pointers to guide my fellow sleuths through the process of cold-calling and inter-

viewing potential witnesses: 

1. Prepare. 

Before you pick up the phone, know the facts of the case, the players involved, and the pertinent questions you 
hope to get answered. It’s also critical to properly vet a potential witness before dialing, to estimate when may be 

the best time to reach that person and through what channel (i.e., home, work, cell). 

Of course, there’s no way to know whether the subject is tied up in unexpected meetings or visiting a sick relative 
out of state. The key is to be patient, sympathetic, and respectful of witnesses’ time, throughout the process. These 
are likely busy people with families and responsibilities, and you need to be flexible enough to work around their 

schedules. 

2. Build rapport. 

Don’t be surprised if a witness you’ve just cold-called is initially hesitant or wary. After all, you’ve just caught her 

off guard. You’re a stranger calling, identifying yourself as an investigator seeking information. 

When you identify yourself, be as open and forthright as possible, explain why you’re calling, and share any infor-
mation you may have that prompted you to call. In my experience, I’ve found that the more comfortable and in-

formed subjects are, the more they will trust you and the more forthright their responses will most likely be. 
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3. Be a human. 

No matter the focus of your investigation, remember that you are, quite simply, having a conversation with another 
person, asking for her help, and trying to learn something that you didn’t know prior to picking up the phone. Recit-
ing a prepared script or reading from pages of direct questions will only distance you from the person you’re calling 

and distract you from listening to her answers. 

If you sound like a robo-call, the witness may begin to feel as if she’s on the witness stand. Keep your questions 
brief and your delivery natural. Make this a conversation, not an interrogation. Ask open-ended questions that 
prompt the witness to tell you a story, rather than asking for lists of facts and figures. (e.g., “So, why don’t you tell 

me more about your former position with XYZ Company….how did things begin to change before you left?”) 

4. Listen! 

This may seem obvious, but studies have shown that most of us don’t listen as well as we think we do. Fatigue, 
multi-tasking, and mental drifting can affect our cognitive ability to fully listen to responses, which means the con-

versation breaks down. 

If an interviewer isn’t listening carefully, he’s not really digesting the information being shared, and he’s not fully 
participating in the conversation. He may miss a contradiction in the witness’ answers, and he’s also likely to miss 

those important details that might help him develop effective follow-up questions. 

Even if the answers may seem off-topic, it’s important to let the person respond fully and further develop his/her 
rapport with you. Remember, the more time you initially spend on the phone with the subject, the more likely the 

person may agree to follow-up interviews down the road. 

However, if time is limited on either side or the subject appears to be discussing something that’s not relevant to 

your case, it’s OK to gently interrupt and “nudge” the person back on track. 

When it comes to careful listening, phone interviews can be more challenging than in-person conversations—you 
lose the advantages of visual contact and/or the possibility of watching for physical changes that might indicate de-
ceptive responses. That’s why vigilance is doubly important during telephone interviews. You’ll have to listen care-
fully—to what is said, and also to what isn’t. Not only a witness’ responses, but also his pauses, and changes in the 

tone of his voice may lend a hand in detecting deceptive responses…and may confer important information. 

Wrap-Up 

Although some situations call for an in-person interview, there are many instances in which an investigator must 
interview witnesses by phone. In those situations, establishing rapport up front dramatically increases the probability 

of a successful interview. 

Ultimately, the goal of any interview is to extract information that will assist our investigations. By paying attention 
to certain details, the telephone, Skype, or any other means of remote communication can be productive tools in the 

investigator’s arsenal. 

 About the Author: 
 

Kevin M. Cosgrove is a New York State private investigator and Certified Fraud Examiner with 15 years of experi-

ence investigating major financial, corporate and insurance-related fraud cases in the private sector. You can con-

tact him at kmcinvestigations@gmail.com or via LinkedIn. 
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Please welcome these new members to our Association 
 

 

Here are some interesting private investigator facts that you may not know. 

The Founder of Modern Criminal Investigation 
Do you know who founded the first modern detective agency? It's not Pinkerton. In 1833, Eugene Francois Vi-
docq founded the first known private detective agency in France: Le Bureau des Renseignements. A former-

criminal-turned-policeman, Vidocq's agency was staffed by detectives who were all former criminals. 

He is also considered by historians and law enforcement to be the father of modern criminal investigation. Vidocq 
is credited with introducing the science of ballistics to police work. He also was the first to make plaster casts of 
shoe impressions. An inventor, Vidocq held patents on indelible ink and unalterable bond paper. He was also con-

sidered a master of disguise and surveillance. 

Vidocq was also the inspiration for many famous writers, including Victor Hugo, Edgar Allen Poe, and Charles 

Dickens. 

The First Fictional Detective 
Perhaps the most famous detective in fiction is Sherlock Holmes, created by Sir Arthur Conan Doyle. But he is not 
the first fictional detective. Edgar Allen Poe created the first detective in fiction: C. Auguste Dupin. Dupin was a 
private detective living in Paris. In fact, he is based on none other than Eugene Francois Vidocq. Dupin appears in 

three popular stories: The Murders in the Rue Morgue, The Purloined Letter, and The Mystery of Marie Roget. 

Pinkerton's Logo  
The Pinkerton National Detective Agency, founded by Allan Pinkerton in 1850, is perhaps America's most famous 
early detective agency. Pinkerton's agency became renowned after preventing an assassination attempt against 

President Abraham Lincoln. During the Civil War, it also organized America's first secret service. 

But did you know that the Pinkerton Detective Agency's logo, consisting of a huge black and white eye above the 

slogan "We Never Sleep," inspired the term "private eye?" 

The First Female Detective in the United States 
Kate Warne is considered the first female detective in the United States. Hired by the Pinkerton Detective Agency, 
she was a key player in the foiled assassination attempt of President-Elect Abraham Lincoln in Baltimore in 1861. 
She disguised herself as a rich Southern lady in order to infiltrate secessionist social gatherings in Baltimore. 
While at these gatherings, she was able to discover details of the assassination plot.  Kate Warne died in 1868 of 
pneumonia with Pinkerton at her side. She is buried in the Pinkerton Family Plot in Illinois. 
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