
INSIGHTS

• Discover what information analysts consider relevant
• Evaluate whether there is a general consensus across disciplines
• Determine if these opinions match the National Commission  
	 of	Forensic	Science’s	definition	of	task-relevance
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THE STUDY

The	National	Commission	of	Forensic	Science	(NCFS)	defines	task-relevant	
information as:
“Necessary for drawing conclusions: 1) about the propositions in question,  
2) from the physical evidence that has been designated for examination, 
[and] 3) through the correct application of an accepted analytic method  
by a competent analyst.”

The team surveyed 183 forensic analysts among four primary forensic  
disciplines: Biology, Pattern Evidence, Chemistry, and Crime Scene  
Investigation. The survey contained 16 different types of information  
regarding either a case, suspect, or victim.

The analysts categorized the importance of each type of information  
to	their	specific	tasks,	labeling	them	as	either:
• Essential
• Irrelevant
•	 Would	Review	If	Available	
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What do Forensic Analysts  
Consider Relevant to  

their Decision Making?

OVERVIEW
Forensic	analysts	make	critical	judgments	that	can	play	a	crucial	role	 
in criminal investigations, so it is important that their decisions are as  
objective	as	possible.	However,	they	often	receive	information	that	may	
not	be	relevant	to	their	work	and	can	subconsciously	bias	their	analyses.	
Researchers surveyed analysts from multiple forensic disciplines to see 
what	information	they	consider	relevant	to	their	tasks.
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FOCUS ON THE FUTURE

RESULTS
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CSAFE is a publicly funded organization headquartered at 
Iowa State University. The National Institute of Standards 
and Technology (NIST) is one of the center’s providers, 
supporting CSAFE as a nationally recognized Center  
of Excellence in Forensic Sciences, NIST Award  
# 70NANB15H176.

• Most analysts, apart from crime scene investigators, agreed that personal information regarding  
	 a	suspect	or	victim	was	irrelevant	to	their	tasks.	This	is	consistent	with	the	NCFS’s	guidelines	for	 
	 task	relevance.

•	 The	opinions	of	crime	scene	investigators	were	distinct	from	the	other	disciplines,	as	their	task	 
 is to gather information rather than analyze it.

• Among four forensic science disciplines and 16 types of information  
	 (resulting	in	64	total	ratings	for	task-relevance),	the	analysts	only	reached	 
	 100%	consensus	three	times.	In	fact,	in	45	of	64	items,	opinions	between	 
 analysts directly contradicted each other.

•	 However,	in	36	ratings,	the	analysts	reached	a	near-consensus	where	over	 
	 75%	agreed.	Pattern	evidence	analysts	had	the	highest	rate	of	consensus	and	 
 crime scene investigators had the most disagreement.

100% consensus contradicting opinions near consensus

 While the survey contains which types of  
 information the analysts consider relevant,  
 it does not explain why they made these  
 decisions.

	 It	is	important	to	remember	that	people	do	 
	 not	always	know	the	full	reasoning	behind	 
	 their	decision	making.

 Even within the same forensic disciplines,  
	 different	laboratories	may	not	have	the	same	 
 guidelines for what they consider relevant.

 The forensic disciplines must reach a general  
	 consensus	on	what	information	is	task-relevant.

LEARN MORE

Access the full research study to learn more.
forensicstats.link/RelevantDecisionMaking

Additionally, explore relevant publications: 

• Do evidence submission forms expose latent  
 print examiners to task-irrelevant information?
 forensicstats.link/EvidenceSubmission

• Error Rates, Likelihood Ratios, and Jury  
 Evaluation of Forensic Evidence. 
 forensicstats.link/ErrorRates
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