
HOW TO ACT WHEN THE POLICE PULL YOU OVER  

1. Look for a Spot to Pull Over. Slow down slowly but not so quick that the officer must brake hard to 

avoid hitting you. Turn on your over-head compartment light. Look for a convenient place to pull over, 

out of harm's way for both you and the officer. Preferably, turn on your turn signal and turn off the road 

into a well-lit business driveway or a less traveled side street. Turn of your engine and put your keys on 

the dashboard. Roll the driver's window all the way down immediately. (Do not roll the window one 

inch, it screams you have something to hide). Do not exit your vehicle unless told to do so by the officer. 

Make all your movements slowly. Do not reach under your seat or reach for anything in the passenger 

seats areas. Don't speak first. As the officer approaches, put both of your hands on the steering wheel.  

2. Know your rights. You cannot be pulled over without probable cause. There are  

three types of police questioning:  

1. Voluntary Encounters These stops are consensual, they can be ended at any  

time, and the person questioned cannot be searched by the police officer. 

2. Investigative Detentions ["Terry Stops", 392 U.S. 1, 88 S. Ct. 1868, 20 L.Ed.2d 889 (1968)]. A 

Terry stop is not consensual, the person cannot leave immediately and the person can be 

frisked.  

3. Arrests. When an arrest has occurred, the person's rights are much more limited; he/she can 

be frisked, forced to show ID and, depending on the circumstances, taken to jail. The officer will 

usually begin by asking for your license, registration and proof of insurance. He/she is not 

obligated to tell you why he pulled you over before you comply. Before you move your hands to 

comply, tell the officer that you are getting your license, registration and proof of insurance. Get 

these documents slowly and deliberately. Then put your hands back on the steering wheel and 

keep them there while he checks your license and vehicle status the via police radio even if it 

takes a few minutes. To be sure, an officer needs a certain level of evidence before engaging in 

investigative detentions and arrests. An officer cannot pull over or detain a suspect without 

"reasonable cause". Be careful, what may seem unreasonable to a citizen (i.e. length of time of 

the stop) is frequently likely to be considered reasonable by a court. Courts frequently side with 

the officer when there is a reasonableness issue. 



If an officer is going to arrest you or perform a search of you or your car, there must be 

"probable cause". This is a more demanding standard, but it is still easier for an officer to satisfy 

than most people think.  

3. Be polite. Tact and politeness are important. Don't assume that, because the police officer is letting 

you talk with him/her, that he/she is your friend. Especially if you have been drinking, keep your 

statements short and non-accusative and let him/her ask his/her questions.  

Remain in control of your emotions at all times.  

4. Ask If You Are Free to Leave. This should be your next question when a calm opportunity presents 

itself. Remember, this is an act which can turn a voluntary encounter into a non-consensual encounter. 

Ask only when appropriate and keep it short and non-accusative.  

5. Ask If You Are Under Arrest. Be polite if you seek to ask this question and keep it short and non-

argumentative remembering an officer can always prevent you from leaving (i.e. an act which turns a 

voluntary encounter into a non-consensual encounter) if he/she takes umbrage to your question.  

6. Do Not Consent to Anything. No matter what the situation, if you consent to  

something, the officer will improve his/her rights/facts/position. Like a mother in law who 

enters your home, once they are given an inch, it often becomes a mile. Should you give  

consent, the officer might observe something that increases the allegations/evidence against you.  

7. Do Not Talk Too Much. You've no doubt heard before that "anything you say may be held against 

you". It's true. And, quite usually, it is the most common mistake made by a citizen. Keep it short if you 

must respond. The officer is not your friend. Officers are very good at wrangling half baked confessions 

out of people that raise the quantity of evidence against you. Don't fall for it. If you must respond, keep 

it short or insist on being able to talk to a lawyer before you respond. If you must respond, again, keep it 

short. If you are worried or anxious, or you suspect the officer is digging for something, just stay quiet. 

Otherwise, you may be talking yourself right into a jail cell.  

8. Be Confident. Officers know the laws of traffic, drunk driving, auto accidents and criminal conduct. 

You don't, even if you've been charged before. Police officers' bread and butter during questioning is 

using subtle tricks and intimidation to get people to do or say something incriminating. An officer's job 



depends on building cases. In most all situations, the less you talk the better. Remember, you do not 

have to consent to any search or give the police any information. 

9. Understand Common Police Questioning Tactics. Remember, police officers are trained to question 

citizens and have access to training materials and use similar methods. You may want to familiar 

yourself with some of the most common tactics now:  

-Officers will tell you they have incriminating evidence you when they don't. Most common 

("We have witnesses who claim they saw facts X, Y and Z occur"). Do not believe them, 

especially if you have done nothing wrong.  

-Officers will try to get you to consent to a search.  

-Officers will try to get you to provide information they do not have.  

-Officers may "bribe" you to consent to a search provide information. For example, "help me 

help you" or "You want to be on our side here"). Remember, legally, officers cannot promise you 

leniency or favorable treatment. It's just an attempt to trick you, and if you listen closely you will 

notice that they do not clearly promise anything in return.  

-Officers assert that silence or refusal to consent is incriminating (e.g. "Not answering is 

suspicious, why are you resisting?") This is not incriminating. The right to remain silent and to 

refuse are Constitutionally protected rights which you are able to freely exercise. 

 

10.. NEW Recording the Conversation. There are recent court decisions in which the recording of the 

conversation between a police officer and a citizen involving a plugged-in cell telephone which was left 

in open view on the dashboard of the citizen's vehicle.  

11. Put it in Writing. As soon as you can after the stop, make a detailed writing of the  

stop events being as complete as possible. Memories fade quickly.  

12. Your rights as a citizen are usually respected by the police. Review the facts and  

issues with lawyer as soon as possible after the event.  

13. Risk. This script is an approximation of the most common events and subjects usually at a traffic stop 

and does not define what can and will happen in more complicated or serious cases which are best 



handled for the Defendant by an attorney who has substantial experience in the criminal/traffic law and 

District Court arraignments. Different procedures may be appropriate when the nature or scope of the 

facts are different from the above. There is no set script to be followed and the Defendant who 

represents himself/herself is proceeding at his/her own risk.  
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