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Wrongful Convictions: The F.B.l. and Hair Microscopy

Wrongful convictions have long been a source of contention in criminal justice systems
worldwide. Due to the devastating impact on the convict, exonerees, victims, and communities,
erroneous convictions have been dubbed a criminal justice system tragedy (Yadav, 2017).
Exonerees, original crime victims, and their families may experience lifelong consequences of
erroneous convictions. Additionally, they may have long-term negative implications for
witnesses, investigators, attorneys, judges, and other criminal justice professionals who assisted
in false convictions. Numerous reasons have been implicated in wrongful convictions, with
forensic science playing a critical part (Bonventre, 2021). Due to the fact that many convictions
are preceded by complicated scientific investigations involving a number of interconnected
variables, the authenticity of these scientific techniques ultimately affects the impartiality and
credibility of the convictions gained. The majority of juror judgments in instances involving
these complicated forensic scientific investigations rely heavily on their results to corroborate
other relevant pieces of evidence and arrive at science-based legal g@nclusions (Yadav, 2017).
As aresult, any error in these scientific methodologies jeopardi | subsequent stages, perhaps
resulting in false convictions. Because forensic science is pre
deviation from these guidelines instantly invalidates the entire

It must be recognized, however, that :' 5 i iAvres to be the most
revolutionary component of criminal investigdtfons. Ceimi stigators have resolved
complicated cases that would have remai @ without forensic examination of crime
scene evidence (Cole & Duster, 2016). n example is the use of D.N.A. and other

molecular methods for criminal mapping, S
offenders from a large pool of su : i se Significant advancements in criminal

justice, forensic science has been er of false cases. Several of these are
motivated by human nature error, carelessness, ineptitude, and a disregard
for ethical rules of conduc : ue to the criminal justice community's conception
of forensic science as a defe In€, several measures and endeavors have been

undertaken to refo ici8glences 1o conform to the demands of criminal justice systems.
This widesprea science as junk science may be inaccurate, given not all facets
to be incorrect (Yadav, 2017). Certain subfields have resulted
challenging issues. Rather than that, the errors in forensic

ertain forensic specializations.

in ground-breaking
science have been li

When the focus is incorrectly placed on a whole discipline, reforms may be ineffective in
achieving desired improvements, and the discipline's misunderstandings linger. Even within a
forensic scientific specialization, a variety of analytical procedures may be used to determine the
authenticity of a criminal case, each with a variable degree of precision and dependability
(Olaborede & Meintjes-Van der Walt, 2020). Forensic science misinterpretations are frequently
limited to a particular approach (Yadav, 2017). Hair examination is one of the most culpable
aspects of forensic science for wrongful convictions resulting from exaggerations and reliance on
flawed scientific protocols. Hair microscopy, in particular, had resulted in false convictions,
particularly during the late twentieth century, when it was seen as a vital tool in forensic
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investigations (Cole & Duster, 2016). These results caused the F.B.1. to recently acknowledge
the fallibility of hair analysis in obtaining correct convictions.

Due to faults and exaggerations in pre-2000 hair investigations, many Americans have
been sentenced to prison terms, including life sentences, for crimes they did not commit (Cole &
Duster, 2016). Regardless of the criteria used at the time, hair inspections remain junk science as
a result of their participation in the erroneous convictions of thousands of innocent Americans. If
it were an actual science, its validity and dependability in convicting the proper culprits and
enforcing the law would have stayed remarkably stable over the last two decades.

Hair examination was common in criminal forensic investigations during the 1970s and
1990s. Despite their lack of scientific integrity, most investigations produced exaggerated results
that inappropriately affected juror decisions. One of the most egregious examples of such
exaggerations was the affirmation of a 'match’ between the suspect and evidence hair.
Investigators frequently testified before juries in these circumstances, verifying that the evidence
was identical to the suspect's hair (Cole & Duster, 2016). This intgfpretation of the hair analysis
results was based on the techniques and standards for hair mi

were flawed. The similarity was seen as proof of a match be uspeckand the submitted
evidence under these standards. While the resemblance is freque te confirmation of
an occurrence, it is insufficient to serve as a decisive al justice decision-

making. Decisions in criminal justice should be founde If not absolute, evidence

(Olaborede & Meintjes-Van der Walt, 2020). i€ imply affirmative

verification of the evidence, it does not consti eluisi Ification and cannot be
replaced for it (Cole, & Duster, 2016). In gthe similarity does not always mean identical,
and only conclusively identical evidenc sed to establish criminal guilt. Thus,
uncertainty in the analytical interpretation i pscopy data is a significant fault that

renders microscopic hair inspecti i incapable of solving criminal justice matters

Additionally, unce
opportunities for additional urt malpractice and forensic investigator
misconduct. Ambiguity fostets, ith of subjectivity and unethical acts (Yadav, 2017).
fusing, court authorities may read them incorrectly, whether
s previously noted, criminal investigations contain a plethora

investigations seldom,rel a single tool or methodology for suspect identification (Olaborede
& Meintjes-Van der 020). Hair microscopic analysis follows this forensic investigative
pattern, in which hair analysis is supported by other procedures such as eyewitness
identifications. The majority of these extra methods of identification are frequently subjective
and therefore inaccurate. Despite these shortcomings, hair analyses have been used in
conjunction with — albeit flawed — eyewitness identifications to corroborate the identity of
suspects.

Among the several elements impacting suspect identification, a significant error
committed by forensic investigators is their failure to approach hair analysis in the context of the
crime. The forensic scientists were primarily (erroneously) guided by the belief that hair analysis
was an empirical science capable of correctly correlating other aspects in an investigation to
identify culprits (Olaborede & Meintjes-Van der Walt, 2020). Most of the time, the testimony
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was not entirely translated or comprehended. The forensic investigators did not elaborate their
findings and testimony sufficiently to minimize uncertainties, such as the misreading of 'similar’
as ‘conclusively identical’ when matching suspects with hair evidence. Due to the resulting
subjectivity and ambiguity in interpreting the evidence value of hair tests, it became difficult (if
not impossible) to ascertain the effects of hair examinations on jury judgments (Cole, & Duster,
2016). This contributes to the errors in hair examination and results in wrongful convictions. As
a result, such F.B.I. reports and testimony that cannot be independently confirmed should be
revoked and erroneous convictions reversed.

By preventing professionals from determining any individual as the sole source of hair at
a crime scene, the field rules governing hair investigations aimed to drastically limit forensic
investigators from making confirming statements about suspect identity. However, due to the
vagueness of the field vocabulary, violations of these requirements occur, resulting in the
inaccuracy of such conclusions. The majority of hair analysis's discipline-specific language, such
as 'similar’, 'identification’, and 'match’, lacked unambiguous meania®; they might have either
required to testify that
the hair shared class features, implying a possible connection ct's hair. These results
suggested that the defendant's hair was most likely his. Further was compelled to

recognize that hair found at the crime scene may have/come from er than the suspect.
While the field standards in hair examination so r analyses a reference for
further investigations rather than a point of conglis ng, there were minimal

onies, many F.B.l. hair

analysis experts made statements tantamognt t€ ing a match rather than suggesting the
likelihood of a match. According to the j audit report by the F.B.I., D.O.J., and the
Innocence Project, among other agencies, i opic hair investigation experts inflated
their conclusions beyond the repquting standé nce attracting wrongful convictions (Cates et

al., 2015). One worry about this t
strong, scientifically unsubstanti

addition, such evidence can
stronger conclusions than thes justity. Therefore, hair analysis was unreliable, and the
resulting reports o imonie

e ISthat it might lead to fields making overly
uch as individualization or suspect matching. In

The inci
technique to be e of inference for criminal justice decisions. The laboratory
ade by the F.B.I. regarding hair examinations before 2000 were
fundamentally flawe naccurate. According to the joint report, more than 90% of the
laboratory reports and court testimonies arising from hair examinations contained erroneous
statements propagated by the F.B.I. investigators (Cates et al., 2015). Out of the 28 F.B.I. agents
whose statements were analyzed during the joint inquiry, only two agents made accurate
statements in their laboratory reports and court testimonies (Cates et al., 2015). These findings
show that F.B.1. microscopic hair analysts made a widespread, systematic error by drastically
misrepresenting the value of their data while testifying under oath. This amounts to investigator
misconduct guided by a flawed scientific methodology to further the interests of the prosecution,
whose case the F.B.l. experts advance in the court of law.

The report manifests the gross injustice meted out on suspects by a federal agency that
ought to uphold justice and fairness and protect the public from crime and insecurity.
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According to the F.B.1.:

The government identified nearly 3,000 cases where F.B.l. examiners may have
submitted reports or testified in trials using microscopic hair analysis. As of March 2015,
the F.B.1. had reviewed approximately 500 cases. The majority of these cases were trials,
and the transcript of examiner testimony was reviewed. Some of these cases ended in
guilty pleas, limiting the review to the original lab report. In the 268 cases where
examiners provided testimony to inculpate a defendant at trial, erroneous statements were
made in 257 (96 percent) of the cases. Defendants in at least 35 of these cases received
the death penalty, and errors were identified in 33 (94 percent) of those cases. Nine of
these defendants have already been executed, and five died of other causes while on
death row. The states with capital cases included Arizona, California, Florida, Indiana,
Missouri, Ohio, Oklahoma, Pennsylvania, Tennessee, and Texas. It should be noted that
this is an ongoing process and that the numbers referenced above will change. (Cates et
al., 2015, para. 6)

The shortcomings in using hair microscopy for forensi
investigations were a significant cause of the scientific comm

community validated the hair microscopic tests' high ur@hiabili , & Duster, 2016). The
scientific community's shift in perception may D reaction to remedy past

injustices. However, empirical research and i . 3 Inal justice are dynamic and
changing fields of study. With the evolutign ofi® . and molecular identification technologies
which are more precise and have greater than hair microscopy and serology, it was
necessary to examine and update previou i ethodologies. As a result of these

improvements and the limits of h
i k suspect's identity. Hair microscopy may be
employed to ascertain the r emblan on origin of the hair before D.N.A. mapping is

The erroneg and court testimonies from hair analyses led to many
Americans' wro i , some of whom have been executed or died from various
causes during i those errors. There is a need to serve justice for these
impri ir families. The first step towards such justice for wrongfully
he F.B.I. to conduct a thorough review of all cases that involved
hair analysis leading rceration. This helps uncover all the cases and embark on a path for
justice for the victims. Next, the F.B.I. should retract all its reports and testimonies in hair
examination cases to enable new trials of the victims based on empirical forensic scientific
methods like mitochondrial D.N.A. analysis (Cates et al., 2015). Since the incarceration of these
convicts is based on flawed science and investigator errors, the federal government should take
full responsibility and compensate these wrongfully convicted prisoners for the injustice meted
against them through the misdoings of the F.B.l. The victims should thus be unconditionally
released when their innocence is confirmed after rigorous retrials. Upon their release, these
convicts are bound to face the same social and economic difficulties of reintegration faced by
other ex-convicts. Thus, the federal government should completely ease these individuals'
reintegration into society by providing the necessary social, economic, and legal help.



WRONGFUL CONVICTIONS 6

References

Bonventre, C. L. (2021). Wrongful convictions and forensic science. Wiley Interdisciplinary
Reviews: Forensic Science, 3(4), e1406. https://doi.org/10.1002/wfs2.1406

Cates, P., Dominguez, 1., Pierce, E., & Kortan, M. P. (2015, April 20). F.B.I. Testimony on
Microscopic Hair Analysis Contained Errors in at Least 90 Percent of Cases in Ongoing
Review. fhi.gov. https://www.fbi.gov/news/pressrel/press-releases/fbi-testimony-on-
microscopic-hair-analysis-contained-errors-in-at-least-90-percent-of-cases-in-ongoing-
review

Cole, S. A., & Duster, T. (2016). Microscopic hair comparison and the sociology of science.
Contexts, 15(1), 28-35. https://doi.org/10.1177%2F1536504216628838

Olaborede, A., & Meintjes-Van der Walt, L. (2020). The dangers of convictions based on a
single piece of forensic evidence. Potchefstroom Electronic Law
Journal/Potchefstroomse Elektroniese Regsblad, 23(1). httpsi//doi.org/10.17159/1727-
3781/2020/v23i0a6169

Yadav, P. K. (2017). Ethical issues across different fields of f
of forensic sciences, 7(1), 1-6. https://dx.doi.org/10.11

ce. Egyptian Journal
935-017-0010-1




