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What It Is

A dashboard camera (dashcam) or in-car video (ICV) system – also called a mobile video recorder (MVR) – is

a forward-facing camera mounted inside a patrol vehicle, typically on the windshield or dash. Most modern

systems include a second interior-facing camera that records the rear seat. The system activates automatically

when emergency lights are engaged or manually when an officer initiates recording.

In-car video predates body-worn cameras by roughly two decades. The first large-scale law enforcement

deployments occurred in the mid-1990s, driven by traffic enforcement needs and the Interstate Highway

System. By the early 2000s, dashcams were standard in most highway patrol and state police agencies.

Municipal adoption was slower and remains uneven.

What It Captures

The forward camera records:

The roadway ahead from the moment of activation

The subject vehicle during a stop or pursuit

The initial contact zone at the front of the patrol vehicle

The rear interior camera records:

Arrestees placed in the back seat

Statements made during transport

What it does not capture is the most operationally significant limitation. Anything that occurs to the side or

behind the patrol vehicle – which includes most foot pursuits, most use-of-force events at the driver’s window,

and all events that begin with the officer leaving the vehicle – falls outside the fixed field of view. A dashcam

that recorded the seconds before a use-of-force event often records nothing of the event itself.

Relationship to Body-Worn Cameras

ICV and BWC are complementary systems with minimal overlap:

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 
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Scenario ICV captures BWC captures

Traffic stop approach Vehicle, plate, initial contact Officer’s perspective at window

Use of force at vehicle Rarely – officer leaves frame Yes, if activated

Foot pursuit No Yes, if activated

Rear-seat transport Interior audio/video No

Pursuit Yes – full vehicle and road Partial – may detach or blur

The practical implication: agencies that deploy ICV without BWC have significant documentation gaps for

the events most likely to generate complaints and litigation.

Research Findings

The evidence base for ICV is thinner than for BWC, largely because dashcam deployment preceded the era of

randomized evaluation. Available studies and agency reviews find:

Traffic stop documentation is consistently improved – plate reads, stop initiation, and initial contact

are reliably captured

Pursuit documentation is strong – ICV provides the clearest available record of a vehicle pursuit from

the officer’s position

Use-of-force documentation is poor – in the most consequential encounters, the camera’s fixed

position means the critical moment is typically off-frame

Officer behavior effects are difficult to isolate from simultaneous BWC deployment; most agencies that

have studied the question deployed both systems

Activation and Retention

Automatic activation – triggered by light bar engagement – solves the same problem in ICV that mandatory

pre-event activation solves in BWC. Officers should not control when the camera turns on in enforcement

encounters.

Retention timelines follow the same logic as BWC: a 60-day default may expire before a civil claim is filed. Best

practice retains all footage for 180 days, with extended holds triggered by any use-of-force event, complaint,

citizen request, or legal notice.

The Bottom Line

Dashboard cameras document the approach. Body-worn cameras document the encounter. No single camera

covers both, and agencies that treat ICV deployment as a substitute for BWC consistently have
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documentation gaps at the moments that matter most legally and operationally. The value of ICV is highest in

agencies with high traffic enforcement activity and as a redundant system that corroborates BWC footage from

a fixed reference point. It is lowest – and its absence is most consequential – in agencies that use it as their only

recording technology.
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