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INTRODUCTION

In today's world, a police check has become a standard requirement for many aspects of life—from
securing a job and volunteering in your community to renting an apartment or even traveling
abroad. Whether you call it a criminal record check, a background check, a clearance certificate, or a
national police certificate, the process of obtaining one is often seen as daunting. But it doesn’t have
to be. Understanding how to obtain a police check can save you time, stress, and potential
delays. This comprehensive guide will walk you through everything you need to know, from the
different types of checks available to the step-by-step process, required documents, and useful tips
for a smooth application.

UNDERSTANDING POLICE CHECKS: WHAT THEY ARE AND WHY YOU NEED ONE

A police  check  is  an  official  document  that  summarizes  any  criminal  history  or  records  associated
with an individual.  It  is  typically issued by law enforcement agencies or authorized third-party
providers. The purpose of a police check is to help employers, organizations, and institutions make
informed decisions about trust, safety, and suitability. Depending on the jurisdiction, a police check
may show convictions,  pending charges,  non-conviction records,  or  even international  criminal
history if requested.
There are several common scenarios where a police check is required:

Employment: Many employers, especially in sectors like education, healthcare, finance, and
childcare, require a criminal record check before hiring.
Volunteering: Organizations that work with vulnerable groups (children, elderly, disabled)
often mandate a police check for volunteers.
Immigration and Visa Applications: Countries frequently ask for a police clearance
certificate from applicants of permanent residence or certain visas.
Licensing and Professional Registration: Professionals such as nurses, teachers, and real
estate agents may need a police check to maintain or obtain a license.
Rental Applications: Some landlords and property management companies request a
background check to screen tenants.

Knowing why you need a police check will help you determine the correct type of check and the
level of detail required.

Types of Police Checks
Not all police checks are the same. Depending on the purpose and jurisdiction, you may encounter:

Basic Police Check: Shows only unspent convictions (if applicable) or all convictions
depending on local legislation. Common for general employment.
Standard Police Check: Includes spent and unspent convictions, plus pending charges.
Often used for positions of trust.
Enhanced Police Check: The most detailed, including all police records, cautions, warnings,
and sometimes non-conviction information. Used for work with vulnerable populations.
National Police Check: Covers criminal records across the entire country, as opposed to a
local check.
International Police Check: Issued by Interpol or via a foreign country’s authority for those
with cross-border history.

Make  sure  you  confirm  with  the  requesting  organization  exactly  which  type  of  police  check  they
require to avoid submitting an incorrect document.

STEP-BY-STEP GUIDE: HOW TO OBTAIN A POLICE CHECK

The process for obtaining a police check varies by country, state, and the method you choose.
However, the general steps remain quite similar. Below, we break down the most common paths,
including online, in-person, and through third-party agencies.

Online Application – The Fastest Method
In many regions, applying for a police check online has become the preferred method due to its
speed and convenience. Here is a typical workflow:

Visit the Official Website: Start at the government portal or the official police check service1.
for your jurisdiction. For example, in Australia, you would use the Australian Federal Police
(AFP) online portal; in the UK, the Disclosure and Barring Service (DBS) website; in Canada,
the RCMP e-services for vulnerable sector checks.
Choose the Correct Application Type: Select the appropriate check based on your need2.
(e.g., employment, volunteer, immigration). Some portals will ask for a purpose code or
reference number from the requesting organization.
Create an Account or Log In: You will likely need an email address and to set up a secure3.
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profile.
Provide Personal Information: Fill in your full name (including any aliases), date of birth,4.
current and previous addresses for a specified period (usually 5–10 years), and sometimes
your Social Insurance Number (SIN) or equivalent.
Upload Identification Documents: You will need to upload scanned copies or photos of5.
valid ID (e.g., passport, driver’s license, birth certificate). The system may guide you through a
digital ID verification process.
Consent and Declaration: Read and accept the terms, and digitally sign the consent form6.
authorizing the check.
Pay the Fee: Use a credit/debit card or online payment method to pay the non-refundable7.
application fee. Fees vary widely (e.g., $10–$100+ depending on complexity).
Submit and Receive Confirmation: After submission, you will receive a reference number.8.
Processing can take from a few minutes (if automated) to several weeks (for manual checks).
Your certificate may be emailed or mailed to you, or sent directly to the third party.

Tip: Ensure your digital ID photos are clear, in color, and meet the file format and size requirements
specified by the portal.

In-Person Application – When You Prefer a
Physical Visit
If you are not comfortable online or need to provide fingerprints, you may apply in person at a local
police station, service center, or designated government office. Follow these steps:

Locate a Convenient Office: Visit the police department’s website or call ahead to find a1.
location that offers police check services. Some stations have specific hours for fingerprinting.
Bring Original Identification Documents: Typically you need at least one primary ID (e.g.,2.
passport) and one secondary ID (e.g., utility bill). Make copies as well, as many offices will
keep copies for their records.
Complete the Paper Application Form: You can often download and fill it out before3.
arriving, or request one at the counter.
Provide Fingerprints (If Required): For some enhanced checks or certain employment4.
sectors, inked or digital fingerprints are mandatory. The officer will guide you through the
process.
Pay the Fee: Most stations accept cash, debit, or credit cards. Some require exact change.5.
Wait for Processing: In-person applications are often processed on the spot for simple6.
checks, but fingerprint-based checks may take 2–10 business days.
Collect or Receive by Mail: You may receive your certificate immediately, or it will be7.
mailed to your home address within a few weeks.

Tip: Make an appointment if possible to avoid long queues.

Using Accredited Third-Party Agencies
Many jurisdictions allow private companies authorized by the government to process police checks
on behalf of individuals. These agencies can be helpful if you need a check for a specific purpose or
if the official system is overwhelmed. Here’s how it works:

Select a Reputable Agency: Look for agencies accredited by the national police or1.
government body (e.g., in the US, the FBI has approved channelers). Check reviews and
ensure they are legitimate.
Register and Complete an Online or Paper Application: They will collect the same2.
information as the official portal.
Identity Verification: Some agencies use in-person verification at a participating location3.
(like a post office) to confirm your identity.
Pay a Service Fee: The fee is usually higher than applying directly because of the4.
convenience and added services (e.g., expedited processing).
Receive Your Results: The agency will send you the certificate via secure email or physical5.
mail, often faster than the official route.

Tip: Only use third-party agencies if they are specifically authorized by your government; otherwise,
the check may not be accepted by the requesting organization.

REQUIRED DOCUMENTS AND INFORMATION

Regardless of the method you choose, you will need to provide accurate personal information and
identification. Common requirements include:

Proof of Identity: Usually a combination of one primary document (passport, national ID
card, or birth certificate) and one secondary document (driver’s license, student card, social
security card, or utility bill). Some jurisdictions require a total of 100 points of ID.
Current Address History: You must list all addresses where you have lived for the past 5 to
10 years, with exact dates (month and year) to the best of your knowledge.
Name History: Any legal name changes, aliases, or alternative spellings (e.g., maiden name,
hyphenated last name) must be disclosed.
Purpose of Check: Many applications ask for a code or reason (e.g., employment, volunteer,
visa). The type of check you apply for depends on this purpose.
Consent and Authorization: You must give explicit permission to the agency to search your
records.
Fingerprints (If Applicable): For a name-based check, fingerprints are not always required;
however, fingerprint-based checks are more accurate and sometimes mandatory for certain
roles.

Make sure all  documents  are  valid,  not  expired,  and the names match across  all  forms.  Any
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discrepancies can cause delays or rejection.

FEES AND PROCESSING TIMES

The cost of obtaining a police check varies significantly depending on your location and the type of
check. Here are some rough estimates (2025 rates):

Basic online police check (e.g., Australia – AFP): Approximately AUD $42 for a name-
based check, with optional expedited fee.
UK DBS Basic Check: £23 (online), £18 (paper) for basic; Standard £26; Enhanced £44.
US FBI Identity History Summary Check: $18 for the request plus $59 for the fingerprint
card processing (totaling ~$77).
Canada RCMP Criminal Record Check: Varies by province; roughly CAD $25–$50 for a
name-based check; fingerprint-based about $50–$70.
Third-party agencies: May add a markup of $20–$100+ for faster service.

Processing times can range from a few minutes (automated online checks for simple records) to four
to eight weeks (for manual fingerprint-based checks or international checks).  During peak seasons
(e.g., summer hiring, school starting) processing may be slower. Plan ahead and apply as early as
possible.

COMMON USES FOR POLICE CHECKS

Understanding the purpose helps you choose the right type. Here are the most frequent use cases:

Employment Screening: Employers check criminal history to ensure a safe work
environment, especially for roles handling money, data, or vulnerable people.
Volunteer Work: Non-profits and charities require checks to protect clients and staff. Many
have fee waivers for volunteers.
Immigration and Visa: Countries like Canada, Australia, the US, and the UK ask for police
certificates from applicants who have lived there for six months or more.


