
D 
o police sketches and composite images of suspects really get results? 
They're used in newspapers and on wanted posters, but you may have a 
sneaking suspicion that they don't look anything like the suspect. How, for 
example, can an artist produce a usable image of someone they've never 

seen? 
 
If you've ever had doubts like these then Janet Richardson and Steve Driver, two of 
Britain's leading forensic artists, should be able to set the record straight. They've 
amassed more than 60 years' experience between them during their careers and are 
living proof that forensic art can help crack crime. In common with Britain's 14 other 
forensic artists, they've produced images that have proved invaluable to investigating 
officers and have been instrumental in bringing criminals to justice.  
 
There are two main types of police artist: those who, like Janet, use paper and pencil 
to create a sketch of a suspect; and those who rely on computers to create an image 
of a wanted person. Computers have the benefit of speed but artists who use pencil 
and paper sometimes argue that their approach is more flexible. 
 
CONFIDENT WITNESS 
Forensic artists can be called in at any point during an investigation but are usually 
enlisted if there's no CCTV footage of the suspect and their identity is unknown. 
 
But ask any forensic artists which key skills they need to do their job and they'll tell 
you that their ability to interview 
is just as important as their 
skills as an artist. 
 
Janet, like Steve, is part of 
ACPO's facial identification 
working group and knows all 
too well how to tease out every 
last detail from a victim or 
witness to ensure she gets  the 
best possible likeness. In fact, 
she was one of the first people 
in this country to use cognitive 
interviewing, a technique that 
originated in the US and is now 

familiar to virtually every officer in Britain. 
 
Janet, who worked for Northamptonshire Police for 27 years but is now a freelance 
police artist, says: "Cognitive interviewing involves a series of open questions in 
which the victim or witness I work with concentrates on the exact sequence of events. 
 
"Sometimes during this process they're so focused they begin talking in the present 
tense and often remember vital clues that they'd previously forgotten. It may be the 
smell of an aftershave, a tattoo or a particular noise. Once I was interviewing 
someone and they suddenly remembered a really distinctive mark on the offender's 
face. 
 
"It's essential that you have a 
knowledge and understanding of the 
face and the effects of facial 
muscles, for example how they work 
when someone adopts a facial 
expression. But without the ability to 
get the necessary detail out of the 
victim or witness these skills are 
ineffective."  
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DISTIGUISHING MARKS 
 
During interviews like these, 
forensic artists build up a likeness 
of the suspect, feature by feature. 
The whole process can take a 
couple of hours. But if the 
interviewee is traumatised it takes 
longer. Janet says: "If anything, 
the people who I've worked with 
have found this a very therapeutic 
exercise. They've had the face of 
a suspect in their head and finally 
they've been able to get it down 
onto paper and share it with 
someone. But you can't put 
people under pressure in these sessions because that can be counter-productive and 
they could rush through and get a poor likeness. 
 
"There are also reasons why a victim may not be able to remember what an attacker 
looks like. 'They may have been threatened with a weapon and, throughout their 
terrifying ordeal, they focused on the one thing likely to harm them. they may have 
also averted their eyes so that they did not provoke their attacker." 
 
PIONEERING COMPUTER SOFTWARE 
Steve, who is one of two full-time forensic artists from West Yorkshire Police, uses 
conventional E-Fit software to get a reasonable likeness but then falls back on his art 
skills to perfect the picture electronically using Photoshop software. 

 
Despite his new reliance on computers, Steve insists his knowledge of art continues 
to play a vital role in his job. 
 
He says: "First and foremost I'm an artist. Without a knowledge of art and facial pro-
portions I wouldn't be able to do my job. The computer software is a way of  
 
speeding up this process, but it isn't a replacement." 
 
While the work of forensic artists can prove invaluable it's important that officers and 
staff realise that it also has limitations. 
 
Janet says: "The artist isn't suggesting that 
they've produced an exact likeness of a sus-
pect every time, rather they've produced a 
type. Images should be considered as sup-
portive evidence. Officers wouldn't, for in-
stance, go out and arrest everyone they see 
who looks like the sketch. 
 
“Sometimes a sketch can appear weak, with 
limited detail and an artist might be tempted 
to enhance it to make it more artistically 
pleasing. I can't do as I'd be tampering with 
the witnesses' evidence which is considered 
to be their pictorial statement. 
 
"No matter how embarrassing the sketch 
may seem for me as an artist - for example 
one facial feature may seem extraordinary - 
experience has taught me never to assume 
or underestimate the witness. The strangest 
sketches sometimes prove how close the 
witness really can be." 
 
Steve adds: “The victim or witness should be 
allowed to go through their experience in 
their own time, at their own pace. And a good 
forensic artist should be like a tool that they 
use to draw a picture of the person they saw. 
 
"It's absolutely vital that the artist doesn't in-
fluence the process because, at the end of the 
day, the victim's or witnesses' memories are all 
you have to go on." end 
 


