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Clue Awareness

Basic Search and Rescue

 

 

Q: So, what is the big deal about clues, aren’t we really looking for the person?  What are some 
reasons for looking for clues in addition to looking for the victim?  Can you think of any reasons? 
 
A: Wherever a lost person goes they leave clues.   Possible clues include broken tree branches, 
footprints, candy wrappers, overturned rocks, cigarette butts, articles of clothing, or anything that 
looks out of place. 
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Clues are Important

• Everyone leaves something behind

• Play the odds – there are many clues and only one 

victim

• Find a clue – find the victim

• Miss a clue – miss the victim

• Sometimes, all that’s found are clues….

• Be an active looker and curious about what you see

 

Clues are information, objects (clothing, wrappers, etc.), or signs like tracks that indicate the presence 
of the subject.  It is virtually impossible to move through the woods without leaving clues.  Lost people 
tend to be “clue generators.” 
 
Clues can provide a direction of travel that is crucial to reducing the size of the search area and 
finding the lost person more quickly. 
 
Any clue you find should be reported to the Command Post as soon as possible including location (a 
GPS waypoint best), flagged with survey tape, and if it is a sound, what direction it came from and 
how far away you think it was. If it is a footprint what is the direction of travel.  Wait for instructions on 
what they want you to do. 
 
Actively looking, listening, and smelling are essential to being a good searcher.  Develop your sense 
of curiosity and you will be a better searcher too. 
 
So, what is active looking?  Among other things it is keeping your eyes and head moving and not 
lapsing into that long distance stare while walking through the woods or just watching where you step.   
 
Footprints may be on stream banks or bottoms, or on other soft surfaces.  Look where the terrain 
surface changes, many times material will be carried over from one surface to another.  Watch for 
disturbed areas like moss, leaves, or rocks overturned. 
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Searching for Clues

• Don’t assume anything

– Information regarding clothing or items carried 

by the victim is not always correct or complete

– People do strange things, may not behave as 

expected or make logical decisions

– Lost person statistics are not absolutes

– Think outside the box

 

Some lost people will lose or discard clothes so keep your eyes open.  Be aware that what you were 
briefed may not have been accurate as family members may not have known what the subject was 
wearing or be too stressed to relate it accurately. 
 
Actively think about what clues there might be all the way through your search assignments. 
 
Look for disturbed items, on the ground (scuffed dirt, overturned rocks or moss), twigs and branches 
that are broken. 
 
** CRITICAL **   When you find a clue, preserve it, do not touch it, mark the place on your GPS, flag 
the area and notify the Command Post (CP).  Take pictures of it just the way you found it from several 
angles to provide the CP, then and only then if you are told to move it or collect it do so with a stick or 
medical gloves into a plastic bag or if necessary only one person touching it to minimize 
contamination.   ***CRITICAL*** 
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Active Looking

• It’s easy to ‘zone out’ and just walk 

through the woods and forget active 

looking.

• Keep your head pivoting and eyes moving.

• Be sure to look behind you!

 

 

Be curious about what things may be out of place.  Play a game of “where might this person be”, look 
under and behind, in trees and behind you. 
 
Try this web site http://michaelbach.de/ot/mot-mib/index.html 
 to get a good demonstration about what can happen if you zone out and stare… 
 
 

http://michaelbach.de/ot/mot-mib/index.html
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This experienced search team located a gun, a key club but largely hidden in a marshy area on a four 

day search for a lost hunter in Holland, Vermont.  

This changed the LKP for the missing subject and allowed resources to be deployed in the right area 

which resulted in successfully finding the subject. 
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Do You Hear What I Hear?

• Listen For:

– Yelling, voices, crying, moaning

– Whistle

– Gunshots

– Leaves crunching

– Squirrel chatter

– Bugs buzzing

– Birds

 

Clues aren’t always something physical left behind which is why we always call out the subject’s 
name periodically and then listen to see if there is a response.  There have been searches where 
subjects have been found by K9 search teams through hearing a voice because wind conditions were 
not ideal for carrying the scent for the dog to pick up. 
 
Actively listen, strain to hear.  If the subject is injured, all they might be able to do is to moan.  
Frequently a child might be crying.  Active listening rather than just waiting to have a sound catch 
your attention is critical.   Are the birds and squirrels reacting to you or someone else?  Are there 
vultures, eagles or crows circling nearby?  This is why it is important to understand what is normal in 
the woods.   
 
An international distress signal is 3 shots fired; if you hear that, it might be a clue especially if after 
dark when no one should be hunting.  Use your compass to get a bearing on the sound, then call it in 
to the Command Post. 
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The Nose Knows

• What do you smell?

– Smoke from a fire, or cigarettes

– The odor of human decomposition

 

 

Using all your senses aggressively will make you a more effective searcher.  Actively be thinking 
about each of your senses and what they are telling you out in the woods.  A search is not the time to 
allow yourself to “zone out.”   Remember what you saw on the earlier link when you zoned out or 
stared at the dots. 
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Visual Clue Categories

• Dropped or Left Behind
– Clothing, wrappers, gear, etc…

• Broken or moved
– Branches, Limbs and Leaves

– Overturned rocks, logs

• Created
– footprints, fire rings, shelters

• Decision points
– Trail junctions, sharp turns

 

 

People leave many traces as they move through the woods, be aware of what the woods normally 
look like and what you are seeing. 
 
When you are in an area with a good view, take a little time and study the landscape. 
 
Look up, down, in front and behind you for anything out of place.  
 
A ‘decision point’ is a place where a person might reasonably have taken a wrong turn. Trail junctions, 
sharp turns in the trail and water bars are examples.  
If you have to stop and confirm that you are still on a trail then it’s likely somebody else has had the 
same experience and it may be worth further investigation. 
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Clues are Evidence

• Investigate everything

– Follow up on potential clues in your assigned area

• Minimize contact

– Don’t touch or move anything unless you must to 

properly evaluate potential

– Photograph item as found prior to moving

• Contact the Command Post

– Have your location waypoint information ready

 

 

Check out anything that is out of place, you might have found a critical piece of evidence that will 
unlock the mystery of the search. 
 
*** Critical ***  If you absolutely have to move something to evaluate it, use a stick or put on medical 
gloves so you don’t contaminate the item with your DNA or scent for a tracking dog.  If you can, 
photograph it as you found it and if not write down exactly how you found it. *** Critical ***  
 
Use extreme care not to touch clothing or things that might be used as a scent article; take great care 
not to get your scent on it in any way. 
 
Flag the area, get a waypoint and contact the CP.   Depending on the sensitivity of the evidence, it 
may be better to call on your cell phone rather than use the radio as anyone could be listening to the 
radio broadcasts.  
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Awareness

Clue awareness requires aggressive, active 
searching:

• Maintaining constant alertness

• Thinking of where the subject may be

Aggressive searching is not:
• Assuming the victim is dead

• Assuming the victim is not in the area

• Assuming the victim has never been in the area

 

 

Active searching means keeping your eyes moving and head swiveling to stay alert.   
 
Active looking is a skill taught to both commercial and military pilots, and law enforcement and military 
ground personnel as well.  You can practice it driving or when out in the woods.  Keep your eyes 
moving and don’t get lulled into that zoned out stare. 
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Evidence Awareness

 

 

If you were the searcher in the center of the left picture, could you have missed the body hidden 
under the brush or would you have thought it was part of a birch tree or just some trash?  Never 
assume! 
 
Would you have spotted the skeleton on the right from a distance? 
 
Know what the norm is in the woods and search actively with ALL of your senses. 
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Crime Scene Preservation

 

 

Any search can turn into a criminal situation.  When the search subject is found deceased the scene 
is automatically a crime scene until the State Police or other Law Enforcement Officials (LEOs) say 
differently. 
 
Accidents involving vehicles or planes will also require further investigation. Minimize disturbance of 
the site and take note of anything that is moved from where it was found. 
.   
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The Search Details

• A search for a “missing person” can be 

the beginning of a criminal investigation
– Overdue hunter/gatherer

– Missing child

– Despondent

– Elderly (Alzheimers/Poor Health)

 

 

At the same time that a search is being organized, an investigation is also getting started.  The aim of 

the investigation is to glean information that might be useful to the search and to determine whether 

there might be a criminal aspect to the disappearance.  

 
Every search is a puzzle and most times all the pieces are not available to start with.  Some pieces 
are found by searchers, some by investigators and some aren’t known until after the subject is found. 
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All of the facts are rarely known at the beginning of a search.  Sometimes it is necessary for law 
enforcement to hold back information pertinent to a criminal case if one develops. 
 
If you find the subject injured or deceased, notify the Command Post.   Disturb the area as little as 
possible. Have one person do a patient assessment to establish the subject’s mental and physical 
condition. If required begin emergency medical care. Move the victim no more than necessary for 
proper assessment and treatment and document all actions and movement of evidence or the victim. 
Flag and guard the area, and document EVERYONE entering it. 
 
NO PHOTOGRAPHS MAY BE TAKEN OF THE VICTIM WITHOUT APPROVAL OF THE INCIDENT 
COMMANDER. 
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The Scene

• You’ve made the find……

– Stop:  is the scene safe?

• Natural Hazards

• Biohazards

• Chemical Hazards

• Weapons

• Animal Scavengers

• Human dangers

• Protective dog

 

 

The priority you ALWAYS need to be considering is: 
•Your safety 
•Your team’s safety 
•The subject’s safety 
•The rest of the world’s safety 

 
This can sometimes be hard to remember in the heat of the moment but is essential.  Don’t become 
another victim for your teammates to have to deal with. 
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Approaching the Scene

• Only essential personnel approach

• All others stay back, stay put and scan your 

immediate area for potential evidence

• Assess victim status

• Contact the command post

 

 

Remember, there may be evidence all around the subject so stay where you are and scan the area.  
DO NOT start searching for evidence as you could destroy some in doing so; wait for the 
professionals to arrive and determine what to do.   
 
Upon finding the subject injured or deceased always use a cell phone if possible to notify the 
Command Post as anyone could be listening in on the radio.  Flag the path you used to get to the 
subject so the Law Enforcement professionals will know what areas have been contaminated.  Use 
only that path in to and out of the area. In some cases it may be helpful to send a team member out 
to help guide in law enforcement and any additional responders. 
 
Keep others out of the area and keep notes as to who went in and why as well as any details. You 
should take notes as memory is notoriously unreliable and you may develop a false memory when 
under stress. 
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The Victim

• Living victim

– Deal with any medical emergencies within the level of 

your training and equipment

– Provide warmth, comfort, water, food

– Be aware of scene details

– This could still be a crime scene!

 

 

When you call the CP, be prepared to give the facts, not your guesses.  Use your cell phone if 
possible as anyone, including family or the press could be listening to the radio.  Critical information 
would include such things as: GPS location and condition of the search subject. If you believe 
medical assistance is required, does the subject appear able to walk on their own or will they need to 
be carried?  
 
Before you hang up or sign off, ask if there is anything else they need to know and wait until 
they have no more questions.   
 
If a person with higher medical qualifications is available you must turn over the patient care to them if 
they are willing to accept the responsibility. 
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The Deceased Victim

• Deceased Victim

– Once death has been confirmed…STOP!  

There is no hurry now.

– Don’t touch anything!

– Don’t move anything!

– Don’t remove anything!

– Don’t leave anything!

 

 

At this point, ensure your path in and out is flagged and move out of the immediate area, keep the 
body in sight, and wait for the officials to arrive.  Do not leave used gum or cigarettes, don’t spit or 
urinate in the area around the body as it will leave DNA and make the case more complicated.  If you 
do leave something, tell law enforcement so they can include that in the case. 
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Document the Scene

• Protect transient or fragile clues/evidence 

if possible (footprints, bloodstains)

• Documentation 

– Notes

– Sketches

– Photographs

– Diagrams

 

 

Photographs are clearly the best means of documentation, but keep in mind that if you take 
photographs on your personal phone it may become evidence. If investigators are coming to the 
scene it may be best to let them take any photographs. If in doubt check with the incident commander 
before photographing a scene. 
 
It may also be helpful to draw out what you found immediately so that no details are lost for the 
investigation.   
 
If you see what you believe is evidence, don’t touch it but do document and protect it.  It will be a big 
help to law enforcement investigators. 
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Potential DNA Evidence

• Blood

• Semen

• Saliva

• Epithelial Cells – from items

– Touched

– Worn

– Bitten

– Chewed

 

 

Forensic science can be used to get important information from many different items.  Anything 
touched or handled can potentially provide fingerprints or DNA that could be used to identify the 
person or a perpetrator. 
 
If YOU touch, move or leave something at the scene be sure to tell law enforcement. 
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Leaving the Scene

• Leave the scene by the same route you entered 

if possible.

• Flag route in/out – be aware of any potential 

evidence along that path.

• Protect the scene – until LE arrives to take over.  

No One Goes In!

• Notify LE of everything you did/saw while at the 

scene.

 

 

This is critical.  It has been repeated because of its importance.   
 
Stop and make sure you understand it all. 
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Physical Evidence

• Can be ANYTHING!  

• Could appear to be trash or common discarded 
items
– Chewing gum

– Cigarette butts

– Cups/Bottles/Cans

– Clothing

– Food

– Footprints

– Bloodstains

– Weapons

 

 

ALWAYS assume it is evidence and let law enforcement and crime labs determine if it is relevant.   
 
 

  



23 
 

Trash or Evidence?

 

 

There could be fingerprints or DNA on any of this. 
 
A cash register receipt can define when and where someone was, maybe the search subject or 
maybe the perpetrator of the crime and may be followed up by checking security cameras for 
verification.  Food containers can provide DNA or fingerprints. 
 
Anything out of place at the scene could be evidence and should be preserved. 
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Footwear Impressions

 

 

Preserve these clues if at all possible.  Guard them from people walking on them, if it’s raining or 
sunny cover or block them with something.  Photograph or draw them including something to 
reference size like a pen, your car keys, etc.   
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Weapons

 

 

Weapons can be man-made such as these or as simple as a rock or stick.  If you see anything 
suspicious, don’t touch it, mark it on your GPS, flag it and call it in.  Let the professionals deal with it. 
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Weapons

• Treat all guns as though they are loaded and 

ready to fire.

• If there is a weapon present, don’t assume 

it’s the only one, there could be others.

• Do not touch any weapon unless you 

absolutely must in order to assess or help the 

victim.

 

 

The less impact you have on a potential crime scene the easier the job will be for the investigators. 
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Congratulations, you have 

finished this module
You may close this window to return to the main 

course and select another module to complete.

Be sure you keep track on your course checklist so 

you know which modules you have completed.

 

 

 

 


