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Accuretly capturing
the results of
abuse is integral to
documenting many
crime scenes.

I’ve taught forensic photography to police officers for more than
10 years, and I always start my presentations with the notion that
good photographs start even before the camera is out of the bag.
You have to have the proper mindset because images documenting
injuries are some of the most important photos we take.
If you don’t believe me, I recommend thinking about who is going
to look at the photographs; they aren’t just for our benefit. The
prosecutor, defense attorney, judge, and, most importantly, the jury
will scrutinize your work. Good composition, proper exposure, and
attention to detail speak volumes about your skill and dedication.
Just as sloppy, out-of-focus images give the impression of
incompetence.
Time is of the Essence
Injuries range from gunshot wounds to a slight redness on the
skin and everything in between. Even a photograph of a minor
injury can make a big statement in court. Because some injuries
appear so minor, it’s important to photograph them as soon as
possible. I’ve seen domestic violence cases where the physical
assault resulted in mild erythema or redness to the skin, but the
injury never developed into a full-blown bruise. This redness can be
quite defined early on, but can disappear quickly. In more serious
cases a detective or criminalist may take follow-up photographs to
document the progression and healing of the injuries.
Since patrol officers are generally involved on the front end, the
photographs you take may be the best representation of an injury’s
severity. Also, remember that documenting injury on a suspect’s
body is just as important as documenting visible injuries on the
victim’s body.
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The Process

A logical sequence
of photos begins
by taking overall
photographs of
the subject.

Many of the guidelines we follow for crime scene photography
also apply to documenting injury. Generally, it’s best to start with
overall photographs and then take closer, more detailed pictures.
The first photo should always be a color cover sheet. These cover
sheets have known color values that make color correction easier
and more accurate.
A logical sequence of photos begins by taking overall photographs
of the subject. I like to take overall photos from head to toe, assuming
the subject is conscious and cooperative. Midrange photographs
are next. For example, if a domestic violence victim has a black
eye, midrange photos might include pictures taken from the neck
up. Midrange photographs are important because they help the
person viewing the photos to really understand where the injuries
are located on the body.
Close-up photos are next. Close-up photos should be just that—
taken so that the injury nearly fills the frame. This provides the
most detail and resolution. One close-up photo should be taken
without a scale and one should include some type of measurement
device.
I’m partial to an ABFO (American Board of Forensic Odontology)
bite mark scale for small injuries and a larger 90-degree scale for
larger areas. In a pinch, almost anything can be placed near an
injury to show scale—for example, an officer’s business card. The
precise wound size can be determined with the scale properly
placed in the photograph. Being able to reproduce the actual size
of the injury is important in cases involving any type of 1:1 analysis
such as bite marks and comparison to known weapons.
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Avoiding Bad Photos
It’s critical that any scale or measurement device used is oriented
properly in the photos. Just like with footwear and tire impressions,
the scale must be parallel to the plane of the film or digital sensor.
If the scale is at a significant angle off of parallel then it’s nearly
impossible to accurately measure the wound.
Another common mistake is holding or positioning the scale
away from the subject’s body. The scale needs to be the same
distance from the camera as the actual wound. Often, officers hold
the scale some distance in front of the actual injury. This creates
a false scale in the photo because the wound is not in the same
spatial plane as the measurement device.
Also, it’s important to control the surroundings. Cluttered, busy
backgrounds in photos are distracting. If possible, it’s best to have
the subject stand in front of a neutral colored wall. The victim or
suspect should have a neutral expression in all the photographs. It
simply looks more professional.
I’ve found that poor quality photographs are usually caused by
the photographer and not the camera itself. I can’t say it strongly
enough: know your equipment. It doesn’t matter whether your
agency uses film or digital, most of the fundamental photographic
principles are the same. Learn how to use all of the controls on
your camera and you will start taking better photographs.
Choosing a Camera
My personal equipment preference for documenting injuries is
a digital SLR (single lens reflex) with a dedicated macro lens and
ring flash system. Of course most patrol officers aren’t going to
have access to this type of specialized gear. I’ve found, if used
properly, point-and-shoot cameras can provide excellent results.
Digital cameras are particularly well suited to this kind of
photography because the picture is instantly visible on the LCD
screen. The immediate feedback is helpful in making sure the
picture is good quality.
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The minimum requirements for a digital point-and-shoot should
include an optical zoom lens, at least three to four megapixels
(most new camera models offer significantly higher resolution),
good built-in flash, some sort of macro setting, and basic flash
control. Many of these cameras also include more advanced
features and settings.

“It’s important to
understand your
camera’s limitations”

Camera Settings
It’s important to understand your camera’s limitations. All lenses
have a minimum focusing distance. This means if you take a
picture at less than this distance the photos will be blurry. To help
counteract this, most digital point-and-shoots have a macro setting,
usually indicated by a flower icon. This macro setting allows the
camera to take better close-up pictures because the lens is able to
focus properly at shorter distances.
Also it’s usually best to adjust the zoom lens to a longer focal
length (not the wide angle setting). This does two things. First, it
helps alleviate one of the most common problems we encounter
when taking injury pictures: washed out photos. The washed out
photos are caused because the camera is too close to the subject.
At these small distances the flash tends to overexpose the image,
robbing detail from the photo. With the lens set at a longer focal
length the camera and flash are further away from the subject,
allowing for far better flash exposure. If you still find that the flash
is washing out detail, a simple remedy is to tape a piece of white
tissue or paper in front of the flash. This diffuses the flash, reducing
the overall light output and softening the light, thus providing better
detail.
The second benefit of moving farther away from the subject (with
the longer focal length setting) is that the resulting photograph
will have much less optical distortion. Most zoom lenses exhibit
barrel distortion at their wide angle settings. This makes the photo
look unnatural because faces look distorted. That’s why portrait
photographers always opt for longer focal length lenses.
For those who want to take their skills to the next level, most
digital point-and-shoot cameras offer more advanced features and
settings. It’s possible to manually set flash exposure compensation,
white balance, and depth of field, just to name a few. If this is too
much, just keep the camera on the automatic settings and you’re
probably going to do all right.
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Your Job
It doesn’t matter whether it’s an assault, sexual assault, death
investigation, homicide, traffic accident, or other type of case;
our goal is to provide a true and accurate representation of the
injuries visible to us. The bottom line is that there’s no set number
of photographs that must be taken to fully document injuries on the
human body; the number changes on a case-by-case basis.
Of course, it’s best to over-document injuries than underdocument because you may only have one chance to get it right.
It might be that one extra photograph you take that convinces the
jury that the defendant is guilty.
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