The Evolution of Evidence:
A Study of Forensics in British Policing

1. Introduction 

1.1. Background
Forensic science applies scientific methods to legal and criminal investigations. These methods have become central to modern policing, helping officers gather, analyse, and present evidence accurately in criminal cases. This involves the examination of crime scenes and the careful collection, analysis, and interpretation of evidence such as DNA, fingerprints, footwear impressions, digital data, and drug analysis (Home Office, 2016). Over time, forensic techniques have evolved, improving investigative accuracy and shaping the way evidence is used in court. 
Fingerprint analysis is one of the earliest scientific methods adapted by police and has been used since the early twentieth century to link suspects to crime scenes with greater accuracy (Old Bailey Proceedings, 1902). Leadbetter (2005) further explains that since its first acceptance as evidence in 1901, fingerprints have played a key role in identifying individuals and improving criminal record accuracy. The introduction of DNA profiling in the late twentieth century transformed investigations, allowing for more accurate identification, clearing innocent individuals, and ensuring true offenders were prosecuted (Cobain, 2016). Today, digital forensics play a key role in criminal investigations, enabling police to recover and analyse data from computers, mobile devices, and networks in ways that can be used in court, supporting prosecutions and linking suspects to crime scenes (Muir and Walcott, 2021). 
This study is important because forensic science has shaped the way policing is conducted, influencing how crimes are investigated and how evidence is used in court. The transition from the historical forensic methods to modern techniques has not only improved the investigative efficiency but also led to questions about data protection, ethics, accuracy, and how responsibly forensic technology is used (Low, 2024). By placing this research within the context of British policing, it aims to understand the development of forensic science and its influence on policing and the justice system. 

1.2. Research Focus 
This study centres on the question: “How has the development of forensic techniques influenced policing methods in evidence gathering?” It focuses on the evolution of forensic science in UK policing and examines how specific techniques have evolved overtime to shape investigative practices. 
This dissertation considers forensic science across three broad periods which are the past, present, and future. These will allow a better understanding on how these methods have shaped policing practices. Focusing on these periods allows the research to analyse historical advancements, assess modern practices, and explore potential future developments in forensic methods. 
By setting this study within the context of British policing, the research aims to understand how forensic science has contributed to improving investigative accuracy, supporting prosecutions, and raising questions around ethics, reliability, and public trust. 

1.3. Aim and Objectives 
Aim: 
The aim of this study is to explore how forensic techniques have evolved and how these developments have influenced policing methods in evidence gathering. This research is important because forensic science plays a key role in ensuring accurate investigations and fair justice outcomes. By examining key stages in the development of forensic methods, from early fingerprint identification to DNA profiling and digital forensics, the study will assess how these techniques have shaped modern policing practices and their effectiveness in solving crimes. 


Objectives:
1. To investigate the evolution of fingerprint analysis and its role in evidence collection in the UK. 
2. To evaluate the use of DNA profiling and digital forensics by UK police forces in solving violent crimes.
3. To explore potential future developments in forensic methods and their impact on investigations and justice outcomes. 

1.4. Method and Timescales
This research will use an online survey to explore public perceptions of the current and emerging forensic techniques in policing. The survey aims to understand how people view their effectiveness, reliability, and ethical use in modern policing. The survey is an effective method because it allows responses to be collected from a large and diverse group of participants. It will be accessible online, making it easy for participants from different age groups and backgrounds to take part. The survey will include a mix of structured and unstructured questions, allowing the collection of quantitative and qualitative data to provide a broad range of feedback, capturing statistical trends as well as individual insights. 
Quantitative responses will be analysed using basic statistical analysis to identify common trend in public opinion, while qualitative responses will be reviewed for recurring themes and perspectives on the use of forensic techniques in policing. This combination will provide a balanced view of how the public understand and evaluates the role of forensic evidence. 
In terms of timescale, the first stage of this research will involve finalising the survey design and gaining ethical approval. Once completed, the survey will be distributed over a three-week period to allow participants plenty of time to respond, followed by data collection and analysis during the following month. The final stage will focus on reviewing and interpreting the results in preparation for the dissertation findings. In addition to the survey, a short interview will also be conducted with a professional working in forensics. This will focus on their experiences with current forensic techniques and their views on how future developments may influence evidence gathering and investigations. 
This method has been chosen as it offers an accessible, efficient, and ethical way to collect both numerical and detailed qualitative data from the public, helping to answer the research question effectively. 

1.5. Value of Research 
This research is valuable because it examines how forensic techniques have developed and how these changes have influenced policing methods in evidence gathering. Forensic science is key to criminal investigations, shaping how evidence is collected, analysed, and presented, but its reliability has sometimes been questioned. Understanding public confidence in forensic techniques is important because it affects trust in the police and the wider criminal justice system. By examining how people view current and future forensic methods, this study helps highlight areas where the police can improve public understanding and ensure transparency in the use of evidence. 
While forensic science has improved criminal investigations, there are still cases where errors or misinterpretations have occurred. For instance, research indicates that around 21% of convictions involved false or misleading forensic evidence from 1970 to 2016, indicating that errors can still occur despite the scientific nature of the work (Helm, 2021). Using forensic techniques involve handing sensitive personal data, such as DNA and digital records, which raises ethical and privacy concerns. Scott (2021) highlighted that the quality and consistency of forensic services were inadequate and that this posed a threat to public confidence in the criminal justice system and urged the government to implement reforms to improve regulation and reliability. 
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