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50 Years of Forensic Science – editorial commentary 
from the Journal of the Forensic Science Society/Science 
and Justice. 
 
 
Forensic Science Oral History project 



What do we know about the effect 
of the media on the understanding 
of Forensic Science ? 



The idea of TV ‘influence’ is nothing new 
 
 
There is a suggestion that TV programs such as CSI have 
an influence on jurors in terms of their expectations of 
the police, the legal professionals and the science 
presented. 



"Sir Arthur Conan Doyle had a considerable 
influence on popularizing scientific crime-
detection methods through his fictional 
character Sherlock Holmes.  
 
It was Holmes who first applied the newly 
developing principles of serology, fingerprinting, 
firearm identification, and questioned 
document-examination long before their value 
was recognized and accepted by real life criminal 
investigators.” 
 
The Hounds Collection Vol. 10, May 2005 



1962-1978 

1957-1966 

“ Nurtured by novels, radio, television and 

the newspapers, the forensic scientist is 

almost always an omniscient university 

pathologist, who pronounces with 

authority on all subjects ” 

D. Patterson, 1965  



“Perry Mason Syndrome” - defense attorneys claimed that 
jurors no longer came to court requiring the prosecution to 
prove guilt beyond a reasonable doubt… 

……but expected the 
defense to prove the 
accused’s innocence. 

1957-1966 
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Forensic science portrayed as high-tech magic, solving crimes quickly 
and unerringly  
 
One estimate suggests that 40% of the “science” on CSI does not 
exist, and most of the rest is performed in ways that are unrealistic. 
 
Jury have unrealistic expectations of the science presented in court 
 
Police also may have unrealistic expectations of forensic science 



“omniscient university pathologist, who 

pronounces with authority on all subjects” 





 
Forensic Science Education 
 
Science within the Criminal Justice System 
 
Science in “Forensic Science” 
 
  

But..   

what evidence is there 
that there really is an 

effect ? 



“ we heard that the growth [in University courses] was a result of 
student interest in forensic science, which was, at least in part, 
stimulated by television dramas featuring forensic scientists and 
high profile coverage of forensic science in books and by the 
media.” 
 
“ undergraduate courses were a shocking waste of young peoples 
time and their parents money” 
 
….. employers wanted an undergraduate course in science and a 
post graduate course in Forensic Science. 
 
 
Forensic Science on Trial, 2004 



“by 1997 there were only 5 science degrees … 
with forensic in the title” 
 
…by 2003 there were over 350 science degree 
courses with forensic in the name. What 
caused this explosion…CSI…” 



? 



Academic ‘forensic’ courses in the UK 

Forensic Science on Trial 
Select committee report 

Introduction  
of fees 

Silent witness  
first broadcast 

Forensic Alliance 
established 

CSI first  

broadcas
t 



Criminal Justice System 

Evidence 
recovery 

Examination Analysis Interpretation Presentation 

CRIME SCENE LABORATORY COURT 

Interface between Science and the Humanities 



Complex community  … complex requirements 

Investigator, information 

gatherer  

Trier of Fact 

Confidence in the expert witness 
Confidence in the science presented 
 

Scientific analysis, appropriate technology, 
attention to detail, appropriate 
contextualised evaluation 
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Exclusion or  

Inclusion 
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Things 

Known with the unknown  

General characteristics 

Individualizing characteristics 

Commonality  
Databases 



Identification of individuals 

 

 

 

 

 



Identification of things… 

 

 

 

 

 



50 years of Forensic Science 



No actual gun shot 

residues were 
analysed. 





“ The general public really does not understand how long it takes to 
get prints, DNA, handwriting, and that no magic button focuses on 
some small part of a video frame, for that matter, we can’t even 
really clean it up to make it clearer.  
 
 
There is no appreciation for the overburdened labs and the fact that 
every piece of evidence can not be printed or tested for DNA.  
 
 
They get the ideas from television so television is probably the best 
way to “re-educate” the public “ 
 
MCAO Survey Report, Question 31/Narrative Response from anonymous attorney 



Who took the ‘Science’ out of ‘Forensic 
Science’ ? 





Dr W:…. Forensic science traditionally has combed the academic world 

and to some extent the industrial world for advances that we can 

forensicate and DNA was a prime example of that. 

 

Chairman: What was that, forensicate? 

 

Dr W: Yes, a new word. 

 

Chairman: Is that in the Oxford English Dictionary? 

 

Dr W: I have been to America too often. I am sorry. 

 
Chairman: No wonder you are blushing. 

Uncorrected transcript of oral evidence, Select committee, 2004 



Google trends Forensic : Forensic science 

Who took the ‘Science’ out of ‘Forensic Science’ ? 



1027 persons called for jury duty in a State court looked at jurors’ television viewing 
habits, their expectations that the prosecutor would produce scientific evidence, 
and whether they would demand scientific evidence as a condition of a guilty 
verdict.  
 
 
Expectations and demands for scientific evidence, there was little or no indication 
of a link between those preconceptions and watching particular television shows.  
 
 
Jurors have significant expectations and demands for scientific evidence has more 
to do with a broader “tech effect” in our popular culture rather than any particular 
“CSI effect.”  

CSI Effect” Exist?" Vanderbilt Journal of Entertainment & Technology Law 9.2 (2007): 331-368. 



May aid the prosecution by exaggerating the value of 
some scientific evidence, viewing it as overly conclusive.  
 
May raise the perceived probative value of the evidence. 

Portrayal in the media  

Raises the game in terms of the presentation and 
explanation of forensic evidence within the courtroom. 
 
Requires better education about science for the police 
and legal profession. 



http://www.hlntv.com/video/2013/04/10/jodi-arias-csi-effect 

“Why is it that you have no memory 
of stabbing Travis ?”   
 
“Sharp direct out of the box – 
watching crime shows is teaching 
people to ask these types of 
questions …” 
 
Were you mad at Travis while you 
were stabbing him ? 
 
“Pretty specific .. Jury is really trying 
to get inside her head much like in 
criminal minds …” 
 
 



The CSI effect has become an accepted reality by virtue 
of its repeated invocation by the media.  
 
No existing empirical research shows that it actually 
occurs 
Tyler – The Yale Law Journal, Viewing CSI and the Threshold of Guilt: Managing Truth and Justice in Reality and 
Fiction, 2006 

 



Thank You 

Prof. Niamh Nic Daéid – n.nicdaeid@strath.ac.uk 

 

 

 


