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3The Seven Deadly Sins of Propery and Evidence Management

How often have you heard that? 

It’s a comment often heard in evidence management, and unfortunately, this mentality leads to 
wasted time, duplication of work effort, human error, and in the worst scenario possible, lost or 
compromised evidence.  

It can be daunting to manage the constant influx of property and evidence. Agencies struggle with 
staffing; nonexistent or outdated technology; lack of proper training; insufficient storage space; 
and even facilities in violation of building or fire codes. Any combination of these deficiencies can 
be a recipe for disaster.  

How to Avoid the Seven Costly Mistakes of Evidence Management will help your department 
discover ways to overcome these many challenges and identify ways to serve the community with 
increased confidence and efficiency. 

 “THAT’S THE WAY WE’VE ALWAYS DONE IT.” 



"Improper and antiquated evidence management processes and procedures are 
among the most significant risks that get agencies and their chiefs into trouble."

- Joe Latta 
   IAPE - Exec. Dir., Lead Evidence Instructor
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FAILURE TO IMPLEMENT AND USE 

TECHNOLOGY EFFICIENTLY

Sin #1

Y
ou’ve probably found paper documentation to be time-consuming, repetitive, and open to 
human error. If the chain of custody is solely on paper, it is has inherent liability for  manipulation. 
With many options for dedicated, comprehensive evidence management systems on the 

market, it’s time efficient and budget savvy to implement an automated system. 
Many agencies have a common mindset that the property and evidence module of their CAD/
RMS software is satisfactory because it is bundled with other modules. The large companies 
that develop CAD/RMS applications dedicate most of their time, money, and development into 
the CAD and RMS functionality, which is utilized by most of the end users. Although the module 
managing property and evidence is used by a small percentage of end users, it brings with it 
substantial liability. 

The ideal solution is a hybrid approach that integrates the CAD/RMS system of an agency’s choice 
and integrates it with a dedicated property and evidence management system.  Utilizing a system 
designed specifically for evidence management will not only benefits the property and evidence 
unit, but also saves time for your entire department.  

Sometimes agencies implement a powerful evidence management system but don’t use it to its 
fullest capabilities. Does that sound familiar? This scenario is generally due to a lack of sufficient 
training from the vendor at implementation or failure to adequately train new department members 
on the evidence management system. 

It’s important to establish a relationship with the software vendor to take advantage of training 
opportunities, upgrades, and ongoing support. Ideally, your software vendor staff would have 
experience in law enforcement and evidence management.
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LACK OF ORGANIZATION 

IN STORAGE METHODS

Sin #2

A
re you finding that your department is running out of storage space, getting behind on purge 
projects, and/or spending an exorbitant amount of time storing and retrieving items? Then 
lack of organization is probably a costly mistake you’re making. 

All too often, a single storage shelf in a property room may contain recent found property, evidence 
from a sexual assault, a no suspect burglary, and an adjudicated 15-year-old homicide – all with 
varying evidence storage life cycles. 

Implementing logical, organized storage methods of your property and evidence will result in 
increased efficiency. At FileOnQ we suggest that you:  

ALLOCATE A SEPARATE STORAGE AREA FOR FOUND AND PERSONAL PROPERTY. 

These types of items are generally cycled out quickly (60-120 days) because they are not associated 
with criminal investigations and statutes allow for timely disposition. Having all property together 
in a location that is accessed easily allows for quick retrieval of the items when releasing to the 
owner or pulling for destruction.  It is also time efficient because the purge project can be done 
from one location area. When found property is scattered amongst evidence, it often leads to 
property being overlooked for disposal. 

STORE EVIDENCE BY THE TYPE OF CRIME. 

It is logical to store homicides and sexual offenses separately from other crime types because the 
evidence will likely be held for a long period of time. Ideally, this evidence should be in a climate-
controlled, out of the way area such as upstairs, an annex, or the far end of a room.  An exception 
can be made for active cases. Having the evidence in a convenient location allows for easy access 
during the investigation when items are being viewed and sent to the lab. The case evidence can 
be moved to the long-term location later.  Some agencies store all the misdemeanor/petty crime 
evidence together because those cases are adjudicated faster. 

IMPLEMENT STANDARDIZED PACKAGING.

 Ideally, packages of the same size should be stored together for optimum use of space and 
easy storage and retrieval. You’ve probably seen storage rooms with a combination of large and 
small envelopes, paper and plastic, and boxes and bags in the same location. Avoid using this 
unorganized and inefficient use of space. Implementing packaging guidelines for officers will make 
a property room more organized and utilize the storage space efficiently. 
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PROCESSES THAT REQUIRE 

REPETITIVE WORK

Sin #3

A
nother costly mistake you want to avoid is creating redundant work effort. Hand-written and 
repetitive duplication of data increases the risk of human error and consumes important staff 
time.

FOR EXAMPLE, LET’S FOLLOW THE LIFE CYCLE OF A GUN THAT IS COLLECTED AS 
EVIDENCE AND THE POTENTIAL FOR DUPLICATION OF WORK:  

1. Officer documents the gun information in their report.
2. Officer handwrites the information on the outside of the gun box, bag, or tag. 
3. Officer handwrites the gun information on a property sheet. 
4. Evidence tech manually enters the data into the evidence management system. 
5. Evidence tech manually documents the chain of custody on the property sheet. 
6. Officer or evidence tech fills out the lab submission form. 
7. Evidence tech generates a release order (or destruction order).
8. Evidence tech generates a letter to the owner.
9. Evidence tech generates a release receipt and/or notates chain of custody on the property sheet. 

10. Paperwork for final disposition of the gun is sent to records for filing. 

The duplication of work for just one gun is staggering, yet agencies often continue with these 
processes and don’t question if there is a better way. 

When San Antonio PD implemented EvidenceOnQ, they reduced their data entry and processing 
time by eighty percent. An efficient evidence management system helped them eliminate repetition 
and paper documentation. Once data was entered by the officer, the system automated the 
subsequent processes, generated the necessary forms, and eliminated the paper chain of custody. 

Agencies often say they can’t afford a new evidence management system. Yet, replacing redundant 
workflows with an efficient management process can lead to substantial time savings. And if time 
is money, how can you afford not to? 
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FAILURE TO ESTABLISH A 

DISPOSITION REVIEW PROCESS

Sin #4

O
ne of the most common struggles we see in property and evidence management is the process 
of reviewing items and getting authorization for final disposition. If you don’t stay on top of this 
task, items will be held longer than needed and, as a result, limit your storage space. 

Your agency should be using an evidence management system that can monitor the life cycle of 
evidence. Without that capability, attempts to manage it manually are fleeting. Many agencies 
profess to be running out of storage space; however, what they really lack are efficient disposition 
review procedures.

An efficient evidence management system should automatically assign a review period for all 
items, bring them up for review when the date has expired, and send an automated notification to 
the appropriate decision maker. 

You can give this responsibility to evidence staff or the assigned case officer.  Some agencies give 
their property and evidence staff full authority to determine if evidence should be destroyed or 
returned; however, industry standards recommend the authorization come from the prosecutor or 
the case officer. 

Property and evidence staff can certainly do preliminary case disposition research; however, final 
disposition approval should be made by someone who is familiar with the case and is not directly 
involved in the management of the evidence. 
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LACK OF 

INVENTORY CONTROL

Sin #5

A
nother costly mistake for your agency is not taking a regular inventory. Many law enforcement 
agencies admit it has been several years since they performed a complete inventory of their 
property and evidence.  In some cases, they have NEVER done an inventory. 

In 2013, a large agency found itself the victim of internal theft, with more than one million dollars in 
drugs and guns stolen by a person responsible for the evidence vault. An investigation revealed no 
one had ever conducted an inventory of their evidence. Why? Because they did not have a policy 
in place that required it. 

The agency was presented with the recommendation to conduct regular, complete inventories 
and a final question to ponder:  “How can you effectively manage your evidence if you don’t know 
what you have?”

Your agency may not fall into this drastic scenario, but you may struggle to complete inventories 
due to lack of staffing or insufficient evidence software capabilities. It’s vital that an automated 
evidence management system be able to perform inventories efficiently and accurately. 
Barcode technology provides this convenience. Once items are scanned into an inventory, the 
system should provide an exception report that includes items accounted for, items missing, and 
items that should be in a different location. Each item should also maintain its own unalterable 
inventory history. 

Many evidence modules of CAD/RMS systems offer an optional inventory feature that is often cost 
prohibitive and offers very limited functionality. Having an accurate record of all items in custody 
is a basic element of your property and evidence management and should never be an optional 
feature. After all, you cannot effectively manage your inventory if you don’t know what you have. 
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INSUFFICIENT EVIDENCE MANAGEMENT 

TRAINING FOR STAFF AND LEADERSHIP

Sin #6

I
f you have never managed property and evidence, you probably don’t know much about managing 
property and evidence. Although trite, it is very true. 

For many agencies, the evidence room is that place in the basement that you only visit when you 
need to turn something in or check something out. Nobody seems to fully understand what the 
staff does, although popular belief is that their job consists of simply putting stuff on shelves. 

On occasion, an officer on alternate duty may be assigned to help in property where they quickly 
become enlightened to the vast details of evidence management. Even more overwhelmed is 
the sergeant or lieutenant who has newly been assigned to supervise that division and realizes it 
entails far more than anticipated and brings substantial liability for the department. 

It’s a misconception that evidence staff and supervisors don’t require specialized training. They 
must be trained immediately, thoroughly, and by qualified trainers. Training topics should include 
industry standards, local laws and state statutes, as well as storage and packaging guidelines 
from the crime lab or national forensics standards. 

You should also consider providing training on the evidence management system. The vendor of a 
well-designed evidence system will provide ongoing training and support by trainers with expertise 
in evidence management. Ideally, agencies should provide orientation for newly hired staff as well 
as ongoing training for existing staff to ensure they’re utilizing all the system’s features. 
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FAILURE TO IMPLEMENT 

CHECKS AND BALANCES

Sin #7

I
f you aren’t implementing checks and balances into your procedures, you’re probably committing 
another costly mistake.

 
EVEN WITH PROCEDURES IN PLACE, AGENCIES OFTEN DON’T INCORPORATE A 
CHECKS AND BALANCES SYSTEM FOR THOSE PROCEDURES. EXAMPLES INCLUDE:

• Officers are required to indicate the locker number where they submitted their evidence; 
however, the evidence staff does not document the specific locker number from which they 
receive the evidence.  

• Evidence is signed out to an officer for the purpose of going to court; however, no procedure 
is in place to verify if the item got to court and change the current location from the officer to 
the court. The chain of custody continues to show the item is in the possession of the officer 
when, in fact, it is with the court.

• Letters sent to owners give them 60 days in which to claim their property, but no procedure is 
in place to monitor the 60-day time frame. This results in items being held longer than required. 

• Agencies keep a running total of incoming money, but they don’t run totals of the money that 
is released or deposited. 

• A disposition notice is sent to case officers requesting authorization to dispose of evidence; 
however, the officer does not respond. No procedure is in place to hold officers accountable 
for their inaction. 

Your agencies should routinely evaluate policies and procedures to ensure you are meeting desired 
goals. If an existing policy does not have a balance to enforce it, the policy is in vain. Good checks 
and balances are essential to a smooth-running property and evidence facility. 

Performing routine audits are an additional way to ensure checks and balances. Agencies often 
use the words “audit” and “inventory” interchangeably, but they mean two different things.  

An inventory is a full accounting of all the property and evidence in the agency’s custody. It verifies 
all items are accounted for with accurate supporting documentation.  

An audit is different in scope and purpose, with the primary goal to review the policies, procedures, 
and actions of an operation to determine if it meets recognized standards and follows its own 
policies. It is also imperative that audits be performed by an impartial party: someone who does 
not have supervision or responsibilities over the property and evidence unit. 
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With these seven costly mistakes in mind, it’s time to move past the comfortable mindset of, 
“We’ve always done it that way.” It’s time to quit committing the seven costly mistakes. 

We’d encourage you to periodically evaluate your agency’s procedures to determine if these 
resources are being used efficiently:  time, space, personnel, and technology. 

Agencies that implement good practices and frequent assessments will manage their property 
and evidence efficiently and with the confidence required for a core component of the criminal 
justice system they serve. 

Enlisting the help of a third party can often transform your agency’s approach to property and 
evidence management. At FileOnQ we have first-hand experience in property and evidence 
management. We built the FOQ/EOQ software system to make your job easier, more efficient, and 
to give the entire department greater confidence in serving the community. 

To learn more, schedule a demo so we can assess your needs, give you an interactive, customized 
demonstration (not a sales pitch), and answer your questions. 

IT’S TIME TO DO THINGS DIFFERENTLY

REQUEST A DEMO
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With 23 years of experience in the criminal justice system, Shannon 
brings a wealth of real-world experience to FileOnQ as an evidence 
consultant. Having used the EvidenceOnQ system to manage 
her own department’s evidence room, Shannon combines her 
knowledge of the EvidenceOnQ system with her experience in the 
criminal justice system to help law enforcement agencies manage 

property and evidence efficiently. 

SHANNON TURNER, AUTHOR
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