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Vehicle Lamp Evidence 
 

Vehicle lamps are submitted when the question of whether a vehicle's lamps were on 
(incandescent) or off at the time of an impact may be critical to the investigation of a case.  
Examinations are conducted by obtaining lamp(s) from the area of impact on the vehicle and 
examining the filaments and other portions of the lamp affected by the filaments.  Exams of 
other lamps at a distance from impacts can only yield information as to whether the lamp is 
functional based on continuity of the filaments.  These types of exams should be limited to 
lamps from motor vehicles (i.e. cars, trucks, motorcycles), since the empirical data upon which 
these lamp exams are based come from motor vehicles.  If lamps from other types of vehicles 
are examined, caution must be used in interpreting motor vehicle data.  High-Intensity 
Discharge (HID) and Light-Emitting Diode (LED) vehicle lamps are not suitable for analysis.  

Significance 
Vehicle lamp conclusions range from "on" (incandescent) at the time of impact to "off" at the 
time of the impact; however, the condition of vehicle lamps after an impact can often be 
explained by more than one set of circumstances.  For this reason, vehicle lamp cases are often 
inconclusive or a qualified opinion may be given. 

Precautions 
• Never turn on a vehicle's headlamps after an accident.  If the glass envelope of a bulb has 

fractured, the filament can burn out when energized and show indications of being 
incandescent at impact. 

• The evidentiary value of vehicle lamps can be lost if the lamps are not collected, packaged, 
and transported using the correct procedures.  Lamp filaments are often fragile after an 
impact.  Lamps should always be hand carried to the crime laboratory rather than mailed or 
shipped. 

 
Collection  
• Photograph the lamps in place prior to removal.  Record the dash lamp switch position and if 

the vehicle is equipped with daylight running lamps. 
• Prior to removing a lamp, mark the 12 o'clock or "up" position. 
• Do not test continuity by turning on the lamps. 
• Avoid breaking any filaments during handling or transporting lamps.  If a filament is 

accidentally broken, make note of the fact and submit the information with the lamp. 
• Whenever possible, submit all of the lamps from the vehicle in question. 
• If a lamp is intact and easily removed from its socket, it can be removed as normal for 

replacing the lamp. 
• Broken lamps should be removed with the lamp base and packaged to protect the filaments. 

One method of accomplishing this is to push the lamp base through a hole in the bottom of a 
drink cup, cut the bottom from one or more cups to put over the lamp as a spacer, and use 
an additional cup as a cover. Tape the cups together. 

• Check the lamp housings and surrounding areas for loose filament fragments.  Use 
tweezers or "Post-it" notes to collect any fragments of loose filaments present.  These can 
then be packaged in plastic bags or envelopes. 

• Do not place packaging materials around the filaments of broken lamps. 
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Packaging  
• Verify that the lamp is labeled with the exact location, usage, and vehicle information (year, 

make, model, license number, and VIN). 
• Ensure that the lamps are protected from shock and that all packaging materials are well 

sealed. 

Submission 
Hand carry to deliver all vehicle lamps.  Failure to hand carry vehicle lamps can result in a loss 
of information.  There are circumstances when the damage to a lamp can be used to determine 
if it was incandescent at the time of an impact only if it can be demonstrated that the damage 
did not occur subsequent to the impact. 
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