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Ethics in Forensic Science

Whether you are a forensic scientist working in a laboratory or an attorney, prosecutor or
defending criminal cases, working hand in hand with law enforcement presents a unique set
of challenges. In addition to maintaining neutrality throughout the evidence collection,
testing, reporting and testimony processes, forensic scientists mustwork overtime to ensure
that the public perception that we work “for” the government is minimized.

Despite many crime laboratories falling under the jurisdiction of a law enforcement agency
or prosecutor’s office, forensic scientists must be neutral and unbiased. We “work” for
neither side, but are staunch advocates for the underlying science of our discipline.
Regardless of which side calls us to testify (presumably whichever side is most aided by our
results in any given case), WHAT we say should not differ. Whether we testify for the
prosecution or the defense our obligation to uphold fundamental ethical standards remains
constant. We must present the science, the methods, the data, and the interpretation in a
sound and reliable manner, every time, without exception. We must never misrepresent or
overstate what the data supports. We must be transparent in explaining the strengths and
limitations of our discipline.

There have always been “forensic bad apples” who transgress these principles by falsifying
data, reporting results without conducting testing, and provide unsupported and unethical
testimony. These actors tarnish the field and fuel the public perception that we are corrupt
and “in the pocket of law enforcement”.

But the blame can also be shared with the bar. Criminal attorneys who proffer forensic
experts also have an ethical obligation to ensure that the testimony they elicit is accurate,
reliable and generally accepted in the field. “Coaching” or telling an expert what they need
to say is not only unethical, it could rise to the level of suborning perjury. The hope is that
with adequate and ongoing training to everyone in the criminal justice continuum these
issues will diminish over time.
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