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CHAPTER 1

Introduction: The CSI and Forensic
Investigation

KEY TERMS

Biological evidence

Chain of custody

Circumstantial

evidence

Corpus delicti

Crime scene

investigator (CSI)

Direct evidence

Forensic anthropologist

Forensic evidence

Forensic nurse

Forensic scientist

Modus operandi (MO)

Physical evidence

Transient evidence

What You Will Learn

This chapter sets the stage for the aspiring CSI as well as offers an opportunity for
seasoned professionals to update their knowledge on various facets of the CSI profes-
sion. An introduction to various subspecialty areas related to forensics is included to
validate the many scientific and practical aspects physical evidence adds to criminal
investigations.

INTRODUCTION
“You only get one chance to do it right the first time, so you’d better do
it right. In short, if you think of it—do it—or have a good reason why
you didn’t. Because if you don’t, someone—who gets paid considerably
more than you and by the hour—will ask why you didn’t. And a jury
will be watching.”

—James C. Upshaw Downs

Reconstruction of a crime scene is essential in determining the events that
took place prior to, during, and after a criminal act has occurred. Physical and
biological evidence will play a crucial role in linking the suspect to the victim

Crime Scene Investigation.
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and the location of the crime as well as providing support or contradictions
of witness/victim/suspect recollections of the incident. An accurate and objec-
tive crime scene search yields the “story” told by the evidence so that it is
reasonable and convincing to a jury. Forensic evidence is used to provide
impartial facts and is often referred to as the “silent witness.”

The crime scene investigator (CSI) plays an important role on the collabora-
tive team that includes the lead detective, the medical examiner, the prosecu-
tor’s office, and the forensic scientists at the crime laboratory. Depending on
the type of physical or biological evidence and the examinations that are per-
formed, a number of scientists and technicians may be involved in the analy-
sis of the evidence. It is highly recommended that CSIs contact and meet
crime lab personnel so that they establish a professional relationship
and feel comfortable in calling the lab when seeking expert advice for dealing
with the unusual situations that will be encountered at crime scenes. This is
a two-way street, because oftentimes the forensic scientist will have ques-
tions that can best be answered by the CSI who collected and submitted the
forensic evidence being examined.

America’s criminal justice system continues to evolve as new technologies
and advanced forensics analysis become accepted in the courtroom. The
veracity of the technology and subsequent examination results all hinge
on the procedures that are practiced at the crime scene—where the chain of
custody begins.

Every crime scene is different, and although a standardized set of proce-
dures must be followed at every location by the CSI, experience and
observation will assist in developing a strategic and operational plan for
processing the area. Proper scene security will ensure integrity and reduce
the possibility that evidence will be altered, destroyed, or go undetected

by the CSI during the crime scene search.
(See Figure 1.1.)

The actions of the first officer on the scene and
subsequent emergency responders prior to the
arrival of the CSI must be documented and
communicated to the detectives and other investi-
gators as work on the scene progresses. The iden-
tification, collection, and preservation of physical
and biological evidence must be completed in an
unbiased and objective manner so as to ensure
that in the final analysis (which occurs in the
courtroom) the jury receives untainted and
unquestionable forensic evidence as the jurors
seek to find the truth and render a fair verdict.

FIGURE 1.1

A crime scene investigator
with the Denver Police
Department places evidence
markers next to the
Hummer limousine in which
Denver Broncos cornerback
Darrent Williams was shot
and killed while riding
inside. Two other people in
the vehicle were also shot
in what police called a
drive-by shooting. Bullet
holes can be seen in the
door and to the left of the
door, and the rear
passenger window is shot
out. AP Photo/Ed Andrieski.
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Items that may or may not have evidentiary value must be identified,
collected, preserved, and examined under the strict guidelines of the criminal
rules of evidence. Proper evidence collection is one of the most important
components of a criminal investigation and prosecution. Physical and bio-
logical evidence may link a suspect to a crime or prove someone’s innocence.
The job of a CSI is to process the crime scene without bias, letting the
evidence speak for itself.

THE ROLE OF THE CRIME SCENE INVESTIGATOR
IN FORENSIC SCIENCE
“Forensic science” begins with the effective identification, documentation,
collection, and preservation of physical and biological evidence at the crime
scene (see Figure 1.2). The evidence is then subjected to scientific analysis
in the crime laboratory and the results of the examinations yield forensic
evidence for consideration by the court. Ultimately, the evidence will be
presented as proof that a past event occurred (a crime was committed) and
will prove the identification of the perpetrator. There will be two versions of
the event: the prosecution’s allegations and the defendant’s story. A trial is
conducted to allow the jury to determine which version is a correct depiction
of the events leading up to the incident and the identity of the participants.
The job of the CSI is to properly recognize,
identify, collect, and preserve those pieces of
evidence that begin the process known as jus-
tice. The CSI must present a true and accurate
representation of the crime scene to the court,
remaining objective and unbiased throughout
the proceedings. The court will weigh the
value of the evidence and determine guilt or
innocence.

CSIs are responsible for two of the four steps
in the admissibility of physical and biological
evidence for consideration by the court (recog-
nition and collection; see Box 1.1). The knowl-
edge, skills, and abilities of CSIs are invaluable

MAJOR GOALS OF A CRIME SCENE SEARCH

� Recognition and identification of forensic evidence
� Collection and proper preservation of the evidence

� Reconstruction of the crime
� Assisting detectives in forming a theory about the crime

FIGURE 1.2

A grid excavation of a
clandestine grave.
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to the final determination of the facts. CSIs must be highly trained and able
to conduct objective and unbiased crime scene searches if the vital informa-
tion available at a crime scene is to be accepted by the trial judges and juries.
Forensic evidence leads to the development of the linkages among the victim,
perpetrator, and the scene of the crime.

Jobs and Descriptions
CSI
Everyone you ask knows what the most popular meaning of the three letters
CSI are—crime scene investigator. Thanks to the public’s appetite for crime-
related television shows, a mythical creature capable of gathering evidence,
performing amazing scientific analysis at lightning speeds, and arresting
perpetrators all in 47 minutes of prime-time television has emerged and
holds today’s young people transfixed. This seemingly glamorous occupation
only minimally represents the true job responsibilities of the crime scene
investigator in today’s law enforcement agencies.

There are as many varying titles as there are job descriptions, depending on
the jurisdiction. CSIs can also be referred to as evidence technicians, crime
scene technicians, criminalistics officers, forensic investigators, or crime scene
analysts. No matter what they are called, these highly trained multidisciplin-
ary professionals have a primary duty to complete the investigation of a
crime scene by identifying and locating forensic evidence, documenting the
location and condition of that evidence, collecting and preserving the evi-
dence for transport to the crime laboratory, and maintaining the chain of
custody (i.e., the documentation of the location) of the physical and biologi-
cal evidence at the scene in order to preserve the integrity of the
investigation.

BOX 1.1 FOUR MAJOR FACTORS THAT DETERMINE
THE VALUE OF FORENSIC EVIDENCE

1. Recognition—The CSI must have the knowledge and understanding to recognize
potential items of physical and biological evidence located at the crime scene.

2. Collection—Utilizing the appropriate skills and following accepted protocols to gather
and preserve the physical and biological evidence.

3. Testing Procedures—The application of acceptable scientific procedures to analyze the
physical and biological evidence.

4. Courtroom Presentation—Qualifications of the witnesses to provide objective reports
on the forensic analysis of the evidence.

4 CHAPTER 1: Introduction: The CSI and Forensic Investigation



CSIs do process items of evidence—such as
conducting examination for latent fingerprints
or performing presumptive tests for the presence
of blood—at crime scenes (see Figure 1.3).
However, the majority of scientific analysis
occurs at the crime laboratory, and the person-
nel who generally complete such examinations
are forensic scientists who specialize in the
specific techniques utilized to analyze and inter-
pret forensic evidence.

CSIs can be sworn police officers or civilian per-
sonnel. Local law enforcement agencies deter-
mine these classifications, and there are no
national standards of training or education for
becoming a CSI. Many agencies require an
applicant to become a police officer and then
move into the investigative division after completing several years in the patrol
division. Others hire civilian personnel and then train them as CSIs. However,
these positions are not paid on the same scale as certified police officers, and
they do not have arrest powers. Whether certified or civilian, the qualified CSI
must successfully complete many specialized courses in order to develop the
knowledge, skills, and abilities required to process the scene of a crime
effectively.

Although the increased public awareness of crime scene investigation has
brought recognition to the importance of the tasks these highly skilled individ-
uals perform on a daily basis, there has been no appreciable increase in the
number of positions within police agencies. Larger agencies usually require a
two- or four-year college degree for applicants, whereas small and rural agencies
generally do not require a college degree for employment.

The successful CSI must master technical skills including taking photographs,
sketching and documenting scenes, processing items of evidence for finger-
prints or other impression evidence, utilizing advanced software and
technology-based equipment, and communicating well with prosecutors and
other members of the investigation team. It is also imperative the CSI be pro-
ficient in critical thinking and problem-solving skills. There may be physical
challenges at every crime scene, so he or she must be agile as well as capable
of working in environments that may be hazardous or unpalatable to the
average person. CSIs must be able to analyze the situation, determine what
steps have to be taken to identify, document, collect, and preserve forensic
evidence—whether the crime scene is inside an abandoned warehouse, on a
bridge spanning a waterway, or at a clandestine gravesite 20 miles from the
nearest highway.

FIGURE 1.3

CSIs do not wear
glamorous clothing or
white lab coats when they
are processing crime
scenes. This investigator
is working a hazardous
crime scene and is wearing
Level B protective gear.
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Hazardous materials (Hazmat) and Hazardous Work Operations and
Emergency Response (Hazwopper) training is becoming more common for
CSIs, so you should be able to work in personal protective equipment. This
involves the ability to wear a self-contained breathing apparatus, which may
weigh 30 to 40 pounds, a Level A or B protective suit, face mask, gloves, and
boots for extended periods of time. Hazmat and Hazwopper courses are
available through community and technical colleges.

Forensic Scientist
The forensic scientist works in the crime laboratory performing scientific
analyses on physical and biological evidence submitted by the CSI. A forensic
scientist will have a four-year degree in chemistry, biology, or another applied
science and must complete one to two years of bench training before achieving
adequate expertise to perform examinations without the direct supervision of
another scientist.

Depending on their area of expertise, forensic scientists perform analytic tests
for DNA, toxicology, serology, trace evidence such as hairs and fibers, and
arson debris, as well as other tests that require scientific instruments and strict
adherence to established protocols that ensure the objective analysis of evi-
dence. Most forensic scientists are employed by state crime laboratories or at
the FBI Forensic Laboratory if they are participating in the analysis of forensic
evidence. However, some forensic scientists are privately employed and work
as independent consultants for defense attorneys. The number of private DNA
laboratories is increasing across the United States. These labs are also seeking
scientifically qualified laboratory analysts to fill a growing need as private
citizens recognize the value of DNA in determining paternity and resolving
other civil matters.

Forensic Anthropologist
The forensic anthropologist can be a vital member of the crime scene inves-
tigation team by providing assistance in a variety of ways. If human remains
are located, law enforcement personnel may seek a forensic anthropologist to
help ensure that all the remains are identified and collected from the scene
after photographs and a detailed sketch of the location and position of the
remains have been documented. The forensic anthropologist will be able to
verify whether the remains are human or animal, identify the number of vic-
tims, and possibly establish a sequence of events that may indicate the
approximate time that has passed since death occurred.

Back in the lab, the forensic anthropologist will assist in cleaning up skeletal
material so that it can be examined for evidence of trauma that may be
visible from the bones. Gunshots and knife wounds often leave marks or

6 CHAPTER 1: Introduction: The CSI and Forensic Investigation




