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Mention forensic science and most people think of such highly rated television programs as 

NCIS or CSI – programs sometimes referred to as “edutainment.”  This is certainly not to 

denigrate them, as everyone enjoys a good mystery.  

Depictions of the field have grown from “Quincy, ME,” the quirky, crime-solving 

medical examiner, to the sophisticated “CSI” franchise, but true forensic science processes are 

more time consuming than seen on television and require teams of experts in a variety of fields.   

Although these programs may not portray forensic science tools and processes entirely 

accurately, particularly in terms of timing and assignments, they do convey information that 

creates awareness of technology and advances in the field. And, in turn, this awareness has 

attracted the attention of people who are now developing new technologies for our use.   

 When the first crime labs came into being in the early 1920s, they were primarily 

concerned with matching fingerprints and lacked the sophistication we’ve come to expect since 

that time.  By the late 70s and early 80s, the Federal government began increasing grant funding 

to states for development of public crime labs, including those in underserved and rural areas.   

By the late 1980s, DNA analysis was introduced – a bellwether event for forensic 

science.  Although the science had been around since the 1950s, it was not until British 

researcher Sir Alec John Jeffreys realized that DNA could be used to identify individuals that it 

became a critical part of the criminal justice arsenal. 

Forensic science as we know it truly evolved in the mid 1990s, the era of the O.J. 

Simpson trial. Many of us vividly remember Simpson’s defense attorney’s instructions to the 

jury about the glove, “If it does not fit, you must acquit.” The Simpson trial was pivotal because 



it was the first case in which the presentation of forensic science testimony was seen on 

television. It became a driving force for widespread general public interest in forensic science.  

Looking back, there are a number of milestones in the development of forensic science.  

Fingerprint analysis has been used for nearly a century. The FBI has been the national repository 

for fingerprints and related criminal history data since 1924, when more than 800,000 fingerprint 

records from the National Bureau of Criminal Identification and Leavenworth Penitentiary were 

consolidated with Bureau files. The first use of computers to search fingerprint files took place in 

October 1980.  

 In the late 1990s, with the advent of automated fingerprint comparisons, the labor-

intensive comparison process became much more streamlined. Rather than waiting weeks or 

months for results, in 2010 the average response time for an electronic criminal fingerprint 

submission was about 27 minutes, while electronic civil submissions are processed within an 

hour and 12 minutes.  

The next and probably most significant milestone was that of the accepted use of DNA 

analysis for identification in the mid-80s. And in the last decade, analysis of evidence on mobile 

phones and computers, facial recognition and video enhancement has become incredibly 

important as evidence gathering techniques due to the rapid evolution of communications 

technology worldwide.   

Looking forward, rapid DNA analysis -- technology that could allow a DNA profile to be 

generated in less than an hour -- may become a regular crime scene investigation tool in the same 

way that presumptive tests for drugs are often used at the scene today.  The most noteworthy 

process of the future will probably be even more sophisticated analysis of smart tools.  Criminals 



use them (often with great success) and, in turn, investigators must become even more adept and 

forward thinking to identify and catch the bad guys. 

Our organization, the National Forensic Science Technology Center, based in Largo, 

plays a role in advancing the field of forensic science by evaluating new forensic technologies 

and processes and sharing them with forensic science professionals nationwide. Founded in 1995 

as a not-for-profit organization, NFSTC provides quality forensic services including training, 

assessment, research and technology assistance to the justice and forensic communities. NFSTC 

receives funding from the National Institute of Justice and other federal agencies that allows us 

to provide free training to state and local law enforcement professionals.    

One of the more interesting aspects of our work at NFSTC has been the opportunity to 

work with advances in technology that take forensic analysis out of the lab and into the field, 

with use at the scene by law enforcement, investigators and even the military.  For example, 

latent fingerprints (those that cannot be seen easily) can be developed at the point of collection, 

where there are photographed, uploaded and searched in the fingerprint database.  Doing this 

type of work at the crime scene greatly reduces backlogs in the laboratory and also produces 

timely, actionable information for the investigator.   

These new technologies, while driven by the requirements of the field, are often created 

by individuals and companies outside the field of forensic science. A great example of this is 

how the science of fingerprint analysis has been enhanced by improvements in scanning and 

imaging technology. The high resolution images available now are what make automated 

fingerprint matching possible.  

At NFSTC, we are always looking at new technologies to discover and enhance their 

application to assist forensic scientists in their search for the truth.  So the next time you watch 

http://www.nfstc.org/


your favorite forensic science program, remember that there is real science behind it – perhaps 

not with all the bells and whistles -- but a dynamic set of tools that allow law enforcement to 

solve crimes in ways never possible in the past.    
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