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ABSTRACT 

The aim of this study is to determine the standardisation and conformance of the 

forensic reports issued by the South African Police Service Division Forensic Service 

in accordance with the service’s Standard Operating Procedure on report writing, and 

to outline the basic requirements for a forensic report in conjunction with the pre-

requisites of the Criminal Procedure Act, 51 of 1977, and other prescribed prescripts. 

Data was collected through interviews conducted with forensic analysts attached to 

the Forensic Science Laboratory and Quality Management Components which 

includes the Ballistics, Biology, Chemistry and Questioned Documents Sections. 

These interviews provided a first-hand understanding of participants’ experiences 

relating to the standardisation of the forensic reports issued by the Division Forensic 

Service. The findings of the research indicate the forensic reports issued by the 

various sections of the Division Forensic Service are not standardised for court 

purposes. Furthermore, it was discovered that these forensic reports do not comply 

with the requirements of the Criminal Procedure Act, 51 of 1977. In addition, it was 

found that the Standard Operating Procedure on report writing does not effectively 

communicate procedures for writing a forensic report. Based on these findings, this 

study proposes general and fundamental recommendations by means of a proposed 

framework for the standardisation of forensic reports used for court purposes. This 

proposed framework convincingly presents practical solutions to address the identified 

shortcomings of forensic reports used for court purposes and thus contributes to the 

current body of scholarship on forensic science. 

KEY TERMS 

Accreditation; Analysis; Benchmarking; Court; Deviation; Forensic science; Forensic 

report; Standardisation; Standard Operating Procedure 
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KAKARETŠO 

Maikemišetšo a nyakišišo ye ke go sekaseka tekanetšo le tšhomišo ya maemo ao a 

beilwego go dipego tša forensiki tšeo di ntšhitšwego ke ba Lefapha la Tirelo ya 

Forensiki la Tirelo ya Maphodisa ya Afrika Borwa go ya ka Maemo a Tshepedišo ao a 

Beilwego a go ngwala dipego, le go hlalosa dinyakwa tša motheo tša pego ya forensiki 

gammogo le dinyakwa tša pele tša Molao wa Tshepetšo ya Bosenyi, 51 wa 1977, le 

melawana e mengwe ye e beilwego. Datha e kgobokeditšwe ka dipoledišano tšeo di 

dirilwego le basekaseki ba forensiki ba Laporatori ya Saense ya Forensiki le Mafapha 

a Taolo ya Boleng, ao a akaretšago Dipalistiki, Paelotši, Khemistri le Tlhahlobo ya 

Dikarolo tša Tokomane ya forensiki. Dipoledišano tše di laeditše maitemogelo a 

batšeakarolo ka maemo ao a beilwego a go ngwala dipego tša forensiki tšeo di 

ntšhitšwego ke ba Lefapha la Tirelo ya Forensiki. Dikutollo tša nyakišišo di laetša gore 

dipego tša forensiki tšeo di ntšhitšwego ke dikarolo tša go fapana tša Lefapha la Tirelo 

ya Forensiki ga se tša lekanetšwa go ka šomišwa Kgorotsheko. Go tlaleletša se, go 

utolotšwe gore dipego tše tša forensiki ga di obamele dinyakwa tša Molao wa 

Tshepetšo wa Bosenyi, 51 wa 1977. Gape go utolotšwe gore Maemo a Tshepedišo 

ao a Beilwego a go ngwala pego ga e laetše tshepedišo ya go ngwala pego ya 

forensiki. Go ya ka diphihlelelo tše, nyakišišo ye e šišinya mokgwakakaretšo wa 

motheo wa tshepedišo le ka go šomiša tlhako ye e šišinywago go bea maemo a go 

ngwala dipego tša forensiki tšeo di šomišwago go kgorotsheko. Tlhako ye e 

šišintšwego e tšweletša ditharollo tše di ka šomišwago go rarolla mafokodi ao a 

lemogilwego go dipego tša forensiki tšeo di šomišwago ka kgorotsheko, gomme e 

tsenya letsogo go lekgotla la bjale la thekgo ya mašeleng a dithuto tša saense ya 

forensiki. 

MANTŠU A BOHLOKWA 

Tumelelo; Tshekatsheko; Maemokelo; Kgorotsheko; Phamogo; Saense ya forensiki; 

Pego ya forensiki; Tekanetšo; Maemo a Tshepedišo ao a Beilwego 
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ISIFINYEZO ESIQUKETHE UMONGO WOCWANINGO 

Inhloso yalolu cwaningo ukubheka indlela yokusebenza ngokulandela amazinga 

kanye nokulandelwa kwawo kwimibiko yeforenziki ekhishwa ngabe-South African 

Police Service Division Forensic Service ngokulandela izinga lenqubo yokusebenza 

eyaziwa ngokuthi yi-Standard Operating Procedure ekubhalweni kwemibiko, kanye 

nokuchaza izidingo zokuqala kumbiko weforenziki ngokuhambisana nezidingo 

zokuqala zomthetho wenqubo yamacala obugebengu i-Criminal Procedure Act, 51 ka 

1977 kanye nezinye izinto ezibekiwe okumele zilandelwe. Ulwazi luqokelelwe 

ngokwenza ama-interview kanye nohlaziyo lweforenziki etholakala e-Forensic 

Science Laboratory and Quality Management Components ebandakanya ucwaningo 

ngezibhamu i-Ballistic, iBayoloji, iChemistry kanye nezigaba zamadokhumende 

emibuzo i-Questioned Documents Sections. Lama-interview ahlinzeka 

ngokuqondisisa ngezipiliyoni zababambiqhaza mayelana nokwenza imibiko 

yeforenziki ngokulandela amazinga akhishwe ngabe-Division Forensic Service. 

Okutholakele kucwaningo kukhombisa ukuthi imibiko yeforenziki ekhishwa yizigaba 

ezehlukene zabe-Division Forensic Service ayihlelekanga ngokwamazinga afanele 

ngenhloso yezinkambiso zezikantolo. Kanti okunye, kutholakale ukuthi le mibiko 

yeforenziki ayilandeli izidingo zenqubo yomthetho wamacala obugebengu, i-Criminal 

Procedure Act, 51 of 1977. Nangaphezu kwalokho, kutholakale ukuthi inqubo 

yamazinga okusebenzi i-Standard Operating Procedure ngokubhala imibiko ayichazi 

kahle ngokucacile amaprosija okubhala imibiko yeforenziki. Ngokulandela lokhu 

okutholakele, lolu cwaningo lubeka izincomo ezinabile nezibalulekile ngokuphakamisa 

uhlaka lokwenza imibiko yeforenziki ngokulandela amazinga, ukusetshenziselwa 

izinhloso zenkambiso yezinkantolo. Uhlaka oluphakanyiswayo luletha izinqumo 

ezibambekayo ngokubhekana nokuxega kwemibiko yeforenziki, ngenhloso 

yezinkambiso zezinkantolo, ngakho-ke luthela esivivaneni kwinqubo ye-scholarship 

ngesayense yeforenziki. 

AMATHEMU ABALULEKILE 

I-accreditation; Uhlaziyo; i-Benchmarking; Inkantolo; i-Deviation; Isayensi yeForenziki; 

Umbiko weForenziki; Ukusebenza ngokulandela amazinga; Inqubo yokusebenza 

ngokwamazinga i-Standard Operating Procedure 
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CHAPTER ONE: GENERAL ORIENTATION 

1.1 INTRODUCTION 

This chapter focuses on the general orientation of the research study by highlighting 

the problem statement, research aim and objectives. Research demarcations are 

clearly defined and the research questions that seek to solicit information and data 

with a view to address the research problem through viable recommendations.  Key 

theoretical concepts are defined in the manner that they ought to be understood for 

the purpose of this study and to enhance the value of the research study. 

Despite the uncertainty about what it is, forensic science is capturing the public’s 

imagination as never before. There are several reasons for this. Without a doubt, one 

is the considerable popularity of the Crime Scene Investigation (CSI) television show. 

Although the CSI shows have some technical flaws from a scientific perspective, they 

capture the excitement of the scientific investigator without being bogged down with 

obscure and hard-to-grasp technical issues (Tilstone, Savage & Clark, 2006:2). 

Forensic science, in its broadest definition, is defined as the application of science to 

the criminal and civil laws that are enforced by police agencies in a Criminal Justice 

System (CJS). The steady advance of forensic science technology during the 20th 

century led to the establishment of the first facility specifically dedicated to forensic 

analysis of criminal evidence. These forensic laboratories are now the centres for both 

forensic investigations of on-going criminal cases and research into new techniques 

and procedures to assist the investigators in the future, and ultimately the courts of 

law (Saferstein, 2011:14). 

From a South African perspective, the forensic government laboratory is placed under 

the Department of Police, within the Detective and Forensic Services. The Division: 

Forensic Services (DFS) is currently not accredited, but it is aspiring towards an 

international accreditation. In its quest to obtain accreditation, the division has 

developed Policies and Standard Operating Procedures (SOP), among others that are 

aimed at directing the division towards standardisation. The policies developed include 

among other:  

(a) Training policy (SAPS, 2017 

(b) DFS0004 of 2017) internal audits policy SAPS, 2017 
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(c) (DFS0005 of 2017), development facilitation policy SAPS, 2015 

(d) (DFS0008 of 2015), mentoring and coaching policy SAPS, 2017 

(e) (DFS0009 of 2017), SAPS, 2016 

(f) Proficiency test policy of 2016),  

(h) Confidentiality policy, SAPS, 2017(b) (DFS0017 of 2017). 

One of the target areas of standardisation is forensic report writing, where the forensic 

analysts write the reports to record their observations and findings in the form of a 

forensic report, of which the ultimate destiny is the court of law. In this regard, the DFS 

has developed SOP (DFS00021P of 2017), which provides guidance on forensic 

report writing. Other relevant SOPs which complement DFS0021P of 2017 include: (a) 

method validation (DFS0011P of 2016), (b) assuring the quality of examination results 

(DFS0016P of 2016), (c) internal audits (DFS0028P of 2016), and (d) equipment 

monitoring and maintenance (DFS0033P of 2017). 

Forensic and scientific personnel report on findings from crime laboratories and 

forensic pathology laboratories. These reports may entail traffic crash analysis, 

Deoxyribonucleic acid (DNA), trace evidence, Questioned Documents Analysis 

(QDA), firearms and ballistics, polygraphs, and autopsy examinations. These reports 

are read and used by police investigators, prosecutors, judges, magistrates, and 

lawyers in order to understand how physical evidence was examined and to obtain the 

opinion of the expert (Miller & Whitehead, 2017: xvii). 

A forensic report is an important and primary element in terms of the forensic analyst’s 

participation in the case. A forensic report is usually the first comprehensive exposure 

an audience will have to a forensic analyst’s outcome of forensic analysis (Greenfield 

& Gottschalk, 2009:3). 

Reports are remarkably varied; the style, structure, and treatment of information in a 

report can be strongly influenced by disciplinary practices, and by context and 

audience (particularly in the case of reports emanating from the workplace practice), 

all of which have to be considered when writing a report. There are the more traditional 

reports such as field, experimental or laboratory reports and academic progress 

reports, to mention just a few (Craswell & Poore, 2012:139). 
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This study discusses, among others, the structure and content of the DFS forensic 

reports to achieve the standardisation of the forensic reports within the DFS. In 

addition, this study endeavours and succeeds in analysing the conformance of the 

forensic report against the available Policies and SOPs; it highlights the possible 

challenges caused by non-conformance, as well as the measures that should be taken 

into consideration to improve conformance of the DFS forensic reports against the 

Policies and SOPs with a view to achieve standardisation. In doing so, this study 

explores various international forensic services’ practices relating to report writing in a 

form of benchmarking. 

1.2 PROBLEM STATEMENT 

All research projects commence with the discovery and clear formulation of a research 

problem. The research problem is often formulated in the form of either a research 

question or a research hypothesis (Babbie & Mouton, 2012:73). Bless and Higson-

Smith (2000:25) are of a view that the research problem must be identified first and be 

reduced into a workable form. The gathering of background information by literature 

review and other means helps to clarify the position of the problem within the 

theoretical framework. The researcher has identified a problem which was reduced 

into a workable form by means of formulating a research problem. Background 

information was collated through literature review and documents analysis to 

conceptualise the research problem. 

According to the Association of Certified Fraud Examiners (ACFE) Manual 

(2015:3.913), government investigative bodies use the report format so that case 

reporting can be provided in a more consistent manner, while ensuring that all 

pertinent information is included. This is also a requirement by the international 

Organisation of Standards (ISO) 17025 of 2005, of the South African Bureau of 

Standards (SABS) (SABS, 2005:20) (Clause 5.10.2), which requires the forensic 

laboratories to submit their examination reports, after completion of a specific test or 

examination, to the clients. The report must meet certain criteria and contain certain 

information related to the matter at hand, including, but not limited to: 

➢ The title of the report; 

➢ Name and address of the laboratory; 

➢ Unique identification number; 

➢ The name and address of the customer; 
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➢ Identification of the method used; 

➢ Description and condition of items tested; 

➢ Date of receipt; and 

➢ The test result (findings) 

  

Davies and Hughes (2014:48) are of the view that when a researcher has a good draft 

of a research instrument, they must pilot it; try it out on subjects as similar as possible 

to those to be targeted in the main study. The researcher has conducted a preliminary 

pilot study on the examination reports issued by the forensic analysts of the Forensic 

Services (FS) to determine whether there are uniformity and compliance in terms of 

the SABS (2005:20) (Clause 5.10.2) and the law; section 212 of the Criminal 

Procedure Act of the Republic of South Africa (Act No. 51 of 1977) (South Africa, 

1977). Section 212 (8) of the Criminal Procedure Act (CPA) (Act No. 51 of 1977) 

(South Africa, 1977) stipulates the following minimum requirements: 

➢ The forensic analysts are required to mention that they are in service of the 

state; 

➢ Forensic analysts have to mention that they were performing official duties; 

➢ Describe the items received, packaging and markings; 

➢ Provide a forensic report in terms of section 212 (4) of the CPA (Act No. 51 of 

1977) 

 

Table 1.1 below illustrates the relevant legislation and policy guidelines that guides 

forensic reports for court purposes in South Africa 

Table 1.1 The synoptic requirements of forensic reports in terms of various 

guiding documents 

 

Criminal Procedure Act 

(Act 51 of 1977) 

Standard Operating 

Procedure (Department 

of Police. South African 

Police Service, 2017(b)) 

(DFS0021P) 

Quality standards (ISO 

17025:2005) 

   

Section 212 (8)(a): Effective February 2017 Clause 5.10.2 
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• In service of the 

state 

• In performance of 

official duties 

• Received exhibit 

from any person 

or institution 

mentioned in the 

report 

• Despatched 

exhibit to any 

person or 

institution 

mentioned in the 

report 

• In custody of the 

exhibit for a 

duration specified 

in the report 

• Personal details 

• Credentials 

• Exhibit description 

• Scope of analysis 

• Method and 

technique used 

• Analysis findings 

• Safekeeping if 

exhibits and duration 

• Administering of oath 

or affirmation 

• A title 

• Name and address of 

laboratory 

• Unique identification of 

report 

• Name and address of 

customer 

• Identification of method 

used 

• Identification of the item 

• Person authorizing the test 

• Test result 

 

One forensic report was examined per Section (as indicated below); comparisons 

were made with the reports of the different Sections. All reports of the different 

Sections were also examined in comparison to the requirements of the available SOPs 

and legal requirements.  

 

The DFS Sections at which forensic reports were perused and studied are highlighted 

below:  

1.2.1 Ballistics Section 

The Ballistics Section has a template forensic report which forensic analysts are 

required to complete including information such as case reference number, personal 

details, exhibits received, date received, examination conducted, findings and details 

of commissioner of oaths. The following details were not mentioned: expert 
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qualifications, no request by the client, and the methodology used to examine the item 

(exhibit) was not mentioned, as outlined by the SABS (2005:20) (5.10.2) and the SOP 

on report writing (Department of Police. South African Police Service, 2017(b)). 

1.2.2 Chemistry Section 

A forensic report from the Chemistry Section was compared to the SOP and it, among 

others, had included the status of the equipment used in the forensic analysis of the 

exhibit (Department of Police. South African Police Service, 2017(c). A full description 

of the exhibit examined was provided, together with the requested examination by the 

client. 

1.2.3 Questioned Documents Section 

The Questioned Document Section’s (QDS) report did not indicate the name and 

calibration status of the equipment used, but all other requirements such as 

qualifications of the forensic analyst, methodology used, hypothesis, observations, the 

results section, the title, and case details were included in the report. In addition, the 

report had footnotes (references) and a list of references, which are not listed as pre-

requisites in the SOP and the ISO standard. 

1.2.4 Scientific Analysis Section (Polygraph) 

The Scientific Analysis Section’s report conformed to the SOP and the ISO standard, 

and contained the title, credentials of the expert, findings and layout of the forensic 

report, to mention just a few. The only non-conformance was that the report did not 

name the equipment used to conduct the test and the status of such equipment in 

terms of its suitability to produce accurate results. The report did not indicate that it is 

issued in terms of section 212 of the CPA (South Africa, 1977) as indicated in the SOP. 

A further analysis revealed that a polygraph examination is not sanctioned by the law 

in terms of the Criminal Procedure Act, 1977 (Act 51 of 1977), and neither are the 

reports issued acceptable as evidence in a court of law, but such examination is 

considered an investigation aid rather than forensic analysis. Interestingly, such a 

section or examination type forms part of the FSL. With all the variations identified in 

the forensic reports that had been perused, these reports were intended to be 

presented in the court of law as evidence, and despite their inconsistencies, these 

reports were all issued by the analysts of the FS who are all expected to follow the 

same SOP issued by the DFS. 
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During the preliminary pilot study, it was discovered that despite the “standard” format 

that the DFS requires for compliance by all the sections, there are some 

inconsistencies regarding the content, including the prescribed requirements to be 

included in the forensic report as per the SOP. As much as the SOP and the ISO 

standard do provide minimum requirements to be included in the forensic report, they 

do not stipulate a boundary or a limit of what should not be included in the forensic 

report, which leaves a gap that is open for interpretation by forensic analysts who 

include information they deem necessary in their reports. 

 Table 1.2 below highlights the variations pertaining to the contents of forensic reports 

of the various Sections of the DFS. 

 

Table 1.2 Variations of the contents of forensic reports by each Section of the 

DFS 

 

Ballistics 

Section 

Chemistry 

Section 

Questioned 

Documents Section 

Scientific 

Analysis Section 

• No analyst’s 

credentials 

• No mention 

of the 

request by 

the client 

• Calibration 

status 

mentioned 

• Compliant to 

the SOP 

• No calibration 

status of 

equipment used 

• Has footnotes and 

list of reference 

• Title not in line 

with the CPA 

• Equipment used 

not mentioned 

 

The above variations are problematic, as there is no standardisation regarding the 

forensic report in the DFS, which results in variations in the way the forensic reports 

are drafted for the purposes of the court and ultimately leads to non-conformance with 

the prescribed SOP. These problems are likely to pose challenges in the court of law 

and may lead to more reports being questioned because of non-standardisation due 

to inconsistencies. Defence lawyers use these discrepancies to their advantage in 

having the forensic reports being deemed unacceptable as evidence in the court of 

law. 
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The audits conducted by the Auditor General of South Africa (AGSA) and the internal 

auditors of the FS have highlighted that there are inconsistencies in the 

standardisation of the forensic reports issued for court purposes. The inconsistencies 

highlighted include, among others, the inconsistent inclusion of (a) references, 

footnotes, calibration status, observations made, and the expression of opinions. In S 

v Carrington Laughton and Others 1993: (121) 2013 (SS)1, the high court found that 

the forensic expert’s report was comprehensive and included the most crucial 

information regarding the expert’s qualifications and credentials, the hypothesis, the 

methodology used, the observations, findings, and the illustration chart. Interestingly, 

the report in question contained footnotes and the list of references, which were not 

mentioned in the SOP and the ISO standard as requirement, but the court had 

accepted such forensic report as credible evidence in the matter in question. Although 

the court of law had no material objection to accepting the forensic report, the report 

contained aspects that had not been sanctioned by the available prescripts. 

 

The non-compliance with the basic requirements of the examination report, as 

stipulated in the SOP of the DFS amounts to non-compliance with the Quality 

Management System (QMS) and the CPA (Act No. 51 of 1977) (South Africa, 1977). 

The non-compliance with the SOP in compiling forensic reports discredits the forensic 

analysts and the forensic laboratory during an audit by either the office of the AGSA, 

the Internal Auditors, or the external bodies, such as, the South African National 

Accreditation System (SANAS). In this regard, non-conformances have been 

registered during internal audits that related to the forensic reports that had not been 

compliant with the SOP. 

Miller and Whitehead (2017:8) submit that most forensic reports adhere to the federal 

Rule of Court 26 and the American Society of Testing and Materials International 

(ASTM) Committee (E30) on Forensic Sciences, which mandates that written reports 

should contain the following: 

➢ All opinions expressed in court, and the reasons for such opinions; 

➢ The information considered by the expert in forming opinions; 

 
1 The court ruled in favour of a forensic report which consists of, among others, the hypothesis, in text 
referencing, footnotes and reference list. 
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➢ Any exhibits to be used as a summary of or support for the expert opinion; 

➢ Qualifications of the expert, including a curriculum vitae and publications 

authored within the past ten years; 

➢ Any compensation paid for the examination and the testimony; 

➢ A listing of any other cases in which the expert has testified, either at trial or 

in a deposition in the preceding four years. 

A systematic and deliberate determination must be made by the DFS to adopt best 

practices in the standardisation of forensic report writing that are consistent with the 

South African legal system. 

1.3 THE RESEARCH AIM AND OBJECTIVES  

According to Leedy (1993:11), the aim of the study is to determine new facts and 

correctly interpret acknowledged conclusions. This is supported by De Vos, Strydom, 

Fouché and Delport (2002:45), who state that a research process is an examination, 

having as its aim the discovery of new facts and their correct interpretation, the revision 

of accepted conclusions, theories, or laws in the light of newly discovered facts, or the 

practical applications of such discoveries. Welman, Kruger and Mitchell (2005:2) add 

that the aim of a research study is to determine which research method will be used 

during the research project. 

Based on the research topic and problem statement, the aim of this study was to 

determine the standardisation and the conformance of the forensic reports issued by 

the DFS in accordance with the SOP and to outline the basic requirements for a 

forensic report in conjunction with the pre-requisites of the CPA and other approved 

prescripts. The aim of this research is in line with Khan (2008:2) who states that the 

aim of a research endeavour is to seek answers to a problem through the application 

of scientific methodology, which guarantees that the information obtained is reliable 

and unbiased. 

The objectives of this study were: 

➢ To ascertain the prescribed layout and required contents of forensic reports 

➢ To determine the conformity of forensic reports issued by the DFS in 

accordance with the SOP and CPA; 

➢ To identify challenges that hinder standardisation of forensic reports; 

➢ To highlight the impact of non-conformance of the forensic reports, and; 
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➢ To make recommendations to achieve standardisation of forensic reports 

issued by the DFS. 

1.4 THE RESEARCH DEMARCATION 

Leedy and Ormrod (2010:57) maintain that in every research study, it is necessary to 

define demarcations to have a manageable research project, and to know precisely 

what the researcher intends to do. Smit (2015:116) postulates that from the knowledge 

gained in a scientifically based study of the literature, the researcher can formulate 

and demarcate the research in a most scientific way. Research demarcation is the 

most critical step in the whole research process because it determines the planning of 

subsequent research steps. The delimitation or demarcation of the research project 

amounts but is not limited to, the following aspects of research: (a) Geographical 

delimitation; (b) Social and cultural delimitation; (c) Population delimitation; (d) 

Variables; (e) Time delimitation; and (f) Conceptual delimitation. 

Furthermore, by clearly demarcating the research theme, it is possible to determine: 

(a) which further literature should be consulted;  

(b)  the size of the representative sample to be used in the research;  

(c) the nature and extent of the research methods and procedures to be 

implemented; and  

(d)  the probable duration of the research. 

It is imperative to define demarcations in every research study to have a manageable 

and concise research project, and to know precisely what the researcher intends to do 

(Leedy & Ormrod, 2010:57). In this study, the researcher clearly defines both the 

geographical and conceptual demarcations as follows: 

1.4.1 Geographical Demarcation 

The state laboratory systems are usually composed of several laboratories that 

operate as regional laboratories. In this way, they are like other private laboratories in 

that they (regional laboratories) are familiar with the officers who frequent their 

laboratory. However, they receive a wide range of analytical requests that at times are 

complicated and time consuming (Clair, 2002:9). Several regional forensic 

laboratories in various provinces exist in South Africa. Currently, there are forensic 
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laboratories in Gauteng Province, KZN Province, Western Cape Province and Eastern 

Cape Province. The forensic laboratory in Gauteng Province serves as the national 

head office, while the other laboratories are also referred to as the regional 

laboratories. 

The ideal geographical area for this study would be the entire South Africa, covering 

all the forensic analysts within the DFS in all the provinces of the Republic of South 

Africa (RSA); whereby all willing and interested forensic analysts could be interviewed 

to obtain insight in respect of the standardisation of the forensic reports issued by the 

FS for court purposes. However, due to the financial implications and the concomitant 

time constraints, the researcher had geographically limited this research study to 

Gauteng and KZN provinces, during which experienced participants of the two 

components of DFS; namely FSL and Quality Management (QM) were interviewed to 

obtain in-depth information based on their knowledge and experience.  

The primary reason for choosing Gauteng and KZN provinces is that (a) Gauteng DFS 

comprise of all the Sections that the DFS has, and the researcher would have access 

to as many forensic analysts as possible due to the fact that this province has the 

largest number of forensic analysts of all the provinces in RSA, and (b) KZN was the 

researcher’s place of residence and work, which made it easier to get hold of forensic 

analysts based and working in KZN. Furthermore, it was also much easier and 

convenient for the researcher to travel to Gauteng to conduct this study as he often 

travelled to Gauteng for both private and official purposes. 

1.4.2 Conceptual Demarcation 

This study focuses on analysis of the standardisation of forensic reports issued by the 

DFS for court purposes in South Africa. For the purposes of this study, the following 

concepts were used interchangeably: exhibits and physical evidence, forensic 

scientists and forensic analysts, conclusions and findings, examination and analysis, 

forensic report and examination report, study and research, Division Forensic Service 

and Forensic Service. The conceptual demarcation is crucial to ensure that the use of 

such terms is understood in the context that the author intends, and to avoid any 

ambiguity. If the conceptual demarcation is not clearly defined, the broad meaning of 

the concept could potentially impede the ability of the reader or audience to 

understand the desired meaning of the concept. 
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For the purposes of this study, standardisation of the forensic reports and the forensic 

science in general were the focal points, and these played a huge role in generating 

the relevant information relating to the research topic. Several concepts were used to 

elicit the relevant information from various Internet search engines. The concepts used 

include, among others: standardisation, benchmarking, forensic reports, and forensic 

science. 

1.5 PURPOSE OF THE STUDY 

According to Denscombe (2002:25), the purpose of the study indicates the focal point 

and the direction of the research. Furthermore, it also provides the criteria for the 

evaluation of the outcomes of the research. Glesne (2011:37) adds by saying that the 

research purpose helps to justify the research as something worth doing, by pointing 

out what is potentially significant about it. Denscombe (2002:25) further articulates that 

there must be a reason for carrying out scientific research, or else there would be no 

point in spending capital and resources in conducting such research.  In support of the 

above authors, the purpose of this study was to: 

➢ evaluate the shortcomings of forensic reports identified and to arrive at 

answers to address them;  

➢ explore new information on the standardisation of forensic reports issued by 

the DFS for court purposes; 

➢ identify good practices towards the standardisation of the forensic reports 

within the DFS; 

➢ derive strategies to encourage compliance with the SOP and relevant policies 

and laws regarding forensic reports; 

➢ develop recommendations for the successful standardisation of the forensic 

reports within the FS. 

Maxfield and Babbie (2011:19) are of the view that criminal justice studies serve many 

purposes. Explaining associations between two or more variables is one of those 

purposes; others include exploration, description, and application. Although a specific 

research study can have several purposes, it is useful to explore them individually 

because each has different implications for other aspects of research design. 

Maree (2016:306) outlines four reasons why conducting research is important and how 

it can extend our knowledge base. Firstly, research is done because there is a need 
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to add new information about a topic or issue by addressing the gaps in the existing 

knowledge. Secondly, there is a need to replicate existing knowledge by testing the 

old results with the participants at new research sites. Thirdly, research is done to 

inform existing practices by developing new ideas. Lastly, a research study is 

conducted to broaden perspectives by introducing the voices of the social groups 

whose views have not been heard. 

1.5.1 Exploration 

Much research in criminal justice is conducted to explore a specific problem. A 

researcher may be interested in some crime or criminal justice policy issue about 

which little is known, or different viewpoints exist. An exploratory research effort might 

collect data on some measure to establish a baseline to which future changes will be 

compared. Exploratory studies are more appropriate when a policy change is likely to 

be considered. This research study explored challenges relating to the standardisation 

and the compliance of the forensic reports against the applicable policy guidelines. 

1.5.2 Description 

A key purpose of many criminal justice studies is to describe the scope of the problem 

or policy responses to the problem. In a descriptive study, researcher observes and 

describes what was observed. Criminal justice observations and description methods, 

grounded in social sciences, tend to be more accurate casual observations that people 

may make. More often, description studies are concerned with documenting 

observations, whereas exploration studies focus on developing a preliminary 

understanding about a new research problem. This study highlighted variations in 

terms of contents of forensic reports of DFS Sections and further identified aspects 

that are not in compliant to the policy guidelines. 

1.5.3 Explanation 

A third general purpose of criminal justice research is to explain things. During 

explanation studies, researchers have an explanatory purpose if they wish to know 

why the numbers of misconducts have increased as opposed to within the forensic 

discipline, for example, as opposed to simply describing general organisational 

changes. In this study, potential causal factors of variations and non-conformance to 

the policy guidelines were highlighted. 
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1.5.4 Application 

Applied research stems from a need for specific facts and findings with regard to policy 

implications. Another purpose of criminal justice research is its application to public 

policy. This study made recommendations with a view to address the identified 

deficiencies in the standardisation and compliance of forensic reports in relation to the 

guiding policies.  

1.6 THE RESEARCH QUESTIONS 

According to Welman et al., (2005:202), research questions are based mainly on the 

aim and the topic of the research. The main purpose of a research question is to elicit 

a response from the participant or respondent. O’Leary (2004:28) postulates that 

research questions give focus, set out boundaries, and provide direction for the 

research process. In this study, the researcher generated the research questions 

based on the research topic and the research problem, to elicit responses from the 

participants who were interviewed to obtain information from them.  

The primary research question explored in this study is as follows: 

Are forensic reports issued by the forensic analysts of the FS standardised and 

compliant in terms of prescribed policies and procedures?  

For the purposes of this scientific research project, additional specific questions were 

derived from the broader research questions mentioned above, which assisted in 

addressing specific and related aspects of the research topic and of the research 

questions. This was done to address specific aspects which could not be addressed 

in the main questions. 

The following secondary research questions were explored to solicit responses from 

the participants for the purpose of this study: 

➢ What is the prescribed structure and content of forensic report issued by the 

Division Forensic Service? 

➢ How best can standardisation of forensic reports within the Division Forensic 

Service be achieved? 

➢ What are the international best practices in the standardisation of forensic 

reports?  
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General and specific research questions bring aspects down to the next level of 

speciality, further narrowing the focus of the proposed research. General research 

questions are usually broader, more general, more abstract, and usually not directly 

answerable because they are too general. The research questions guide our thinking 

and are of great value in organising the research project (Punch, 2014:60). 

1.7 KEY THEORETICAL CONCEPTS 

According to De Vos, Strydom, Fouché and Delport (2005:32), definitions are used 

mainly to facilitate communication and argument. Terminologies that must be defined 

are either selected from everyday speech, or developed in a scientific discipline, to 

avoid vagueness and ambiguity. 

Fox and Bayat (2007:140) posit that it is important that a researcher define 

terminologies in the title, the statement of the problem and sub-problems with precision 

because without knowing the exact meaning of the terminology, the eventual outcome 

of the research cannot be evaluated properly, and it will be impossible to determine 

whether the study has duly solved the problem. The definition must define the term, 

as it will be used in the research project, therefore, definitions of terms must be in 

accordance with the meaning the researcher wishes to attach in the context of the 

specific research project. 

Harding (2013:6) highlights that it is important to be aware of the definitions of some 

key terms that are to be used in later chapters, many of which would easily be 

confused. Accordingly, for the purposes of this study, the following key concepts were 

used during the research and are defined as follows: 

1.7.1 Analysis 

Analysis is described as a systematic approach towards summarizing the findings of 

a collection of independently conducted studies in respect of a specific research 

problem (Hox, 2010:205).  

1.7.2 Accreditation 

Accreditation is referred to as the endorsement of policies and procedures by a 

recognised and reputable accreditation body or organisation (James, Nordby & Bell, 

2014: 563). 
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1.7.3 Benchmarking 

Benchmarking is the process of identifying, understanding and adapting outstanding 

practices from companies anywhere in the world, by an interested business, to 

improve its performance (Badenhorst-Weiss, Brevis, Cant, de Jongh, Eccles, Ferreira, 

Mabasa, Nicholls, Pellissier, Schenk, Steenkamp, Tshabalala, van Buren-Schele & 

Weitsz, 2017:149). 

1.7.4 Certification 

Certification is the process by which an organisation recognises the qualifications of 

an individual forensic scientist to practice in a particular forensic discipline (Clair, 

2002:95). 

1.7.5 Competency Testing 

Competency testing is the evaluation of an individual forensic scientist’s ability to 

perform work in any functional area prior to the performance of independent casework 

(Clair, 2002:95). 

1.7.6 Court 

A court is a body or institution, often government institution, presided over by judge (s) 

or magistrate or any other person with such authority to adjudicate legal disputes 

between parties and carry out the administration of justice in civil, criminal, and 

administrative matters in accordance with the rule of law (Heaton, 2017:85). 

1.7.7 Evidence 

Evidence is defined as all relevant information (or an object) that is admissible, and 

presented in a court of law (Van Rooyen, 2018:9). 

1.7.8 Forensic Science 

Forensic Science is the application of scientific techniques and principles to provide 

evidence to legal or related investigations and other entities (Tilstone et al., 2006:1). 

1.7.9 Proficiency Testing 

Proficiency testing is the process used to evaluate the continued capability of forensic 

analysts, technical support personnel and/or the quality performance of the entire 

laboratory (Clair, 2002:95). 
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1.7.10 Report 

Report is a detailed written or verbal account of an event or occurrence in a particular, 

organised format (Oxford dictionary, 2001:760). 

1.7.11 Forensic Report 

Forensic report is the scientific account of an objective, documented events, 

observations, findings, and recommendations made by a forensic expert for the benefit 

of the court or a judicial system (Brown, Bowen & Prescott, 2017:19). 

1.7.12 Science 

Science is the intellectual and practical activity comprising the systematic and careful 

study of structure and behaviour of the physical and natural world through observation 

and experiment, collection, analysis and interpretation of facts (Pruzan, 2016:23). 

1.7.13 Standardisation 

Standardisation is the process of setting the norms and standards to clearly define 

consistent practices, common terminologies, and format for a particular procedure 

(Van Leeuwen, 2017:11). 

The terms defined above are those that a person outside the field of this study may 

not necessarily understand, as they go beyond common language. These terms were 

defined in the context that they are used in this research study in order to eliminate 

confusion and to create a common understanding of their meaning as used in this 

study. Definition of the terms was also crucial to add precision to a scientific study 

(Creswell & Creswell, 2018:40). Leedy and Ormrod (2015:61) are of the opinion that 

the researcher must be careful to avoid circular definitions, in which the term that is to 

be defined is used in the actual definition as readers would still be in the dark about 

what the term means within the context of a particular study.  

1.8 THE VALUE OF THE RESEARCH 

Welman and Kruger (2002:284) postulate that the research value entails 

demonstrating a measure of research competence or problem-solving ability and 

contributing to the body of knowledge in the field of science. The value of this study is 

to highlight the importance of the standardisation of the forensic reports issued by the 

DFS for court purpose in South Africa, which would be beneficial to the Criminal 
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Justice System (CJS) community, including the FSL, crime investigators, the judiciary, 

the academics, and society at large. 

In particular, the DFS would greatly benefit, as they will be able to improve their 

policies and SOPs relating to the content and structure of the forensic reports on an 

on-going basis, which will be utilised towards the standardisation of their forensic 

reports. The standardised forensic reports will also assist the investigators to easily 

understand the content, thereby assisting in the resolution of the crime. Based on the 

recommendations of this study, the standardised forensic reports will be useful to the 

judiciary during the trial in the court of law, as relevant information will be included in 

the reports, in such a manner that the report will be understandable and helpful. 

Academics and society at large could benefit from this study, as this research report 

is intended to be made available on the Internet and in libraries. Through continuous 

study and research on this topic, the researcher personally benefited from this 

research, thereby adding value to his understanding of the subject matter. 

Punch (2006:69) submits that the value of the study should address the question why 

the study is worth doing. Punch (2006:69) further highlights that there are three 

general areas of significance and contribution to the study: firstly, knowledge in the 

field of the study, secondly, policy consideration, and thirdly, contribution to the body 

of knowledge in the field of study and the science. 

This study was intended to generate new knowledge and assist in the revisiting of the 

current policies and SOPs, and to contribute to forensic science regarding the 

standardisation of the forensic reports issued by the DFS in South Africa. By so doing, 

this study has succeeded by adhering to what De Vos, Strydom, Fouché and Delport 

(2011:107) state. De Vos et al., (2011:107), postulate that by demonstrating that the 

research was useful, the three main broad aspects should be covered, namely: 

➢ The research must contribute to the body of knowledge either theoretically or 

methodologically (this study has generated new information on the subject 

matter); 

➢ The relevant practice and policy arenas should find usefulness and meaning 

in the study (this study recommends a revised structure and content of the 

forensic reports); 
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➢ The study should be useful to the intended target group (this study benefits 

the entire CJS community and the forensic analysts in the DFS).  

1.9 RESEARCH STRUCTURE 

Seidman (2006:138) believes that without a thoughtful research structure, researchers 

increase the chance of distorting what they learn from the study and imposing their 

own sense of the world rather than eliciting new information. According to Johnson 

(2012:146), research structure is the essence of all aspects. In academic writing, 

structure is the skeleton that is used to carry out the researcher’s ideas. This research 

study discusses the research concepts, and answers the research questions, in the 

format of the following research structure: 

➢ CHAPTER ONE: GENERAL ORIENTATION 

This chapter is used to orientate the readers to the entire endeavour by outlining the 

format of the research structure and providing a preview of the research outline. 

 

➢ CHAPTER TWO: THE STRUCTURE AND CONTENT OF THE FORENSIC 

REPORTS ISSUED BY THE FORENSIC SERVICES 

This chapter discusses the format (structure) and the content that should be included 

in the body of the forensic reports, including but not limited to, what should not be 

included in the forensic report, when deemed unnecessary. 

➢ CHAPTER THREE: STANDARDISATION AND INTERNATIONAL BEST 

PRACTICE IN COMPILING FORENSIC REPORTS 

To achieve uniformity, standardisation of the forensic reports is discussed in this 

chapter, including the advantages of well-structured and standardised reporting in the 

forensic service. This chapter looks at the international best practices in compiling 

forensic reports with a view to adapt and improve the standardisation in the DFS. 

➢ CHAPTER FOUR: AN OVERVIEW OF FORENSIC SCIENCE IN THE 

INTERNATIONAL COMMUNITY 

The challenges that impede the achievement of standardisation of forensic reports are 

outlined in this chapter, as well as the strategies to be used to overcome these 
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challenges to achieve more uniform, structured, and standardised forensic report 

within the DFS. 

➢ CHAPTER FIVE: CHALLENGES HINDERING THE STANDARDISATION 

OF FORENSIC REPORTS IN THE FORENSIC SERVICES  

To investigate what is the status of forensic services in other international 

communities, this chapter provides an overview of forensic service in the international 

community to conduct a comparative study to highlight similarities and dissimilarities 

among various countries. 

➢ CHAPTER SIX: METHODOLOGICAL PARAMETERS OF THE STUDY 

The most suitable research methodology that was viable and used in this study is 

discussed in this chapter, and their (methodologies) advantages are also outlined 

as a motivation and justification for their selection. 

➢ CHAPTER SEVEN: PRESENTATION, DISCUSSION, AND 

INTERPRETATION OF RESEARCH FINDINGS 

This chapter presents and discusses the research outcomes in the form of key themes 

and sub-themes that were derived from the transcribed data. The interpretation of 

these themes is thereby contextualised to highlight the views and understanding of the 

forensic analysts who participated in the research interview. The outcome of the 

interpretation is presented in the form of empirical research findings. 

➢ CHAPTER EIGHT: SUMMARY, RECOMMENDATIONS AND CONCLUSION 

OF THE STUDY 

This chapter outlines the summary of this research study, based on the outcomes of 

the research question. In addition, the recommendations derived from this study, 

based on the findings, are discussed, with the sole purpose of assisting and improving 

the DFS systems related to forensic reporting and compliance with the applicable 

SOPs, policies, and laws. An objective conclusion was drawn from the research 

outcome and presented in an understandable and systematic format for ease of 

reference. 
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1.10 SUMMARY 

This research roadmap was aimed at assisting the researcher to navigate through the 

research project in a manner that would best address the research problem by 

answering the research questions. In general, social research offers a diversity of 

research roadmaps from which a researcher may choose to best suit the research 

purpose and the aim of the research study. For this study, the best possible research 

process was adopted to achieve its intended objective as best as possible. The next 

chapter is one of the segments of the research project that was explored with a view 

to collate the relevant data and make sense in respect of the structure and the content 

of the forensic report as it relates to the DFS. The collected data will be used to 

determine the state of reporting and identify areas of improvement within the legal 

framework and available organisational requirements. Furthermore, efforts will be 

made to ensure that the research aim, and objectives are met, thereby addressing the 

challenges identified, by providing sound solutions in the form of research 

recommendations that are based on empirical scientific research.   
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CHAPTER TWO: THE STRUCTURE AND CONTENT OF A FORENSIC REPORT 

2.1 INTRODUCTION 

Most criminal justice professionals receive little training, if any, in forensic report 

writing. With a standard of writing declining even in newspapers and television, it is 

becoming hard to recognise correct report writing when you see it (Miller & Whitehead, 

2017:3). 

Peck and Coyle (2012:143) posit that most people are familiar with school reports, but 

there are government reports on almost every aspect of public life, company reports 

from businesses, reports on major accidents, and special reports dealing with complex 

legal or moral matters. The world is full of reports of one kind or another, and report 

writing is a useful skill to develop.  By their very nature, reports have to be orderly and 

analytical. 

Reports are remarkably varied; the style, structure, and treatment of information in a 

report could be strongly influenced by disciplinary practices, and by context and 

audience (particularly in the case of reports resembling workplace practice), all of 

which must be considered when writing a report. There are the more traditional reports 

such as field, experimental or laboratory reports and academic progress reports, to 

mention just a few (Craswell & Poore, 2012:139).  Bless et al., (2014:369) add that 

scientific writing, much like creative writing, is an idiosyncratic exercise. Each person 

presents information and data according to their own style. However, academic writing 

is governed by more guidelines, conventions, and rules. Although some writers find 

these guidelines restricting, most find them very helpful in providing structure to an 

otherwise somewhat daunting task. 

Report writing can be described as a skill. Not only is it a task that forms part of an 

increasing number of business tasks, but it could also make a huge difference to how 

authors are perceived and even how well they get their message across to the 

intended audience (Bowden, 2004:11). A forensic report is a critical and primary 

element in terms of the forensic practitioner’s participation in a case, usually the first 

comprehensive exposure a lawyer or a judge will have to an expert opinion (Greenfield 

& Gottschalk, 2009:3). 



23 
 

2.2 THE PURPOSE OF A FORENSIC REPORT 

Emerson (2009:37) asserts that the purpose of a report is not just to complete an 

analysis, but to communicate ideas, findings, and interpretation of results. The report 

should be clear and presented in a professional manner. In order to achieve this goal, 

reports represent the formalizing or gathering of information into a permanent written 

record. Although many reports serve many important purposes, they primarily 

preserve crucial information (Gilbert, 2010:7). 

Whatever type of reports the author writes, e.g., occasional, activity, progress, formal 

examination or any other report, the purpose is always to inform and often to persuade 

the readers. That means one must connect with the readers, and compel them to read 

and understand, and make the information come through as effectively as possible. 

The bottom line is always the extent to which the report fulfils its purpose (FitzGerald, 

2011:150). 

Whether the course is biology, chemistry, physics, astronomy or another science, 

chances are that writer will have a mandatory laboratory component requiring 

laboratory reports. Lab reports, as they are commonly referred to, are the write-up of 

laboratory results from specific experiments conducted to gain further insight into the 

topic and issues covered. It is usually based on empirical work (Mulvaney & Jolliffe, 

2005:165). 

Mulvaney and Jolliffe (2005:165) further mention that the purpose of the lab report is 

three-fold. Firstly, it enables the laboratory analyst to systematically record 

observations and data. Secondly, it enables the reader to acquire a view of the 

experiment to gain knowledge and insight. Thirdly, it allows for continued conversation 

about the research issue. Indeed, scientists often disagree with the interpretation of 

data, but the mere presence of the report enables continued debate.  

A good report satisfies the audience’s expectations. It is basically structured around 

some hypothesis (or question) that is proposed and tested under laboratory conditions. 

The procedure and the results of the test must be carefully reported and analysed by 

the laboratory report writer (Mulvaney & Jolliffe, 2005:165). 

Forensic reports are used to answer a specific question rather than to open new 

questions for exploration. They also function as an expert’s opinion in service of the 
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truth (Karson & Nadkarni, 2013:11). Many reports of organisations such as the United 

Nations Education, Scientific and Cultural Organisations (UNESCO) and the World 

Health Organisation (WHO) are addressed to the general readers rather than the 

specialists. In such cases, the language should be non-technical, and the use of 

jargon, acronyms, and abbreviations should be avoided (Sharma, 2014:6 & 7). 

Forensic and scientific personnel report on findings from crime laboratories and 

forensic pathology laboratories. These reports may entail traffic crash analysis, 

Deoxyribonucleic acid (DNA), trace evidence, questioned documents, firearms and 

ballistics and autopsy examinations. These reports are read and used by police, 

prosecutors, judges, magistrates, and lawyers in understanding how physical 

evidence was examined and the opinion of the expert (Miller & Whitehead, 2015: xvii). 

Miller and Whitehead (2017:8) reveal that most forensic reports in the United States 

of America (USA) adhere to the federal Rule of court 26 and the American Society of 

Testing and Materials International (ASTM) Committee (E30) on Forensic Sciences, 

which mandates that written forensic reports contain the following: 

➢ All opinions to be expressed in court and the basis and reasons therefore; 

➢ The data or other information considered by the expert in forming opinions; 

➢ Any exhibits to be used as a summary of or support for the expert opinion; 

➢ Qualifications of the expert, including a curriculum vitae and publications 

authored within the past ten years; 

➢ Any compensation paid for the examination and the testimony; and 

➢ A listing of any other cases in which the expert has testified either at trial or 

deposition in the proceeding four years. 

Experiments are conducted by all types of scientists such as biologists, chemists, 

physicists, or microbiologists, or sociologists. In all these fields, the nature of 

experiments may differ greatly in terms of goals, materials, methods, location (some 

inside sterile laboratories, some in conference rooms, and some out in the field) and 

so forth. However, the results of all the experiments are shared in an amazingly similar 

way, in a form of a scientific report (Mulvaney & Jolliffe, 2005:187). 

According to Sharma (2014:17), a report can be defined as organised factual 

information, brought together by a person(s) who has gathered it for a person(s) who 

needs it or entitled to it. The recipient or reader of the report may be a head of an 
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organisation, specialists in the field or even the public who may or may not have 

background knowledge about the subject but have no specialist or expertise in the 

field. 

In line with Sharma’s (2014:17) definition of a report mentioned above, van Niekerk, 

Lochner, Naidoo and Zinn (In Zinn & Dintwe (2019:230) outline the purpose and the 

importance of forensic reports and statements in general as follows: 

➢ Forensic reports and statements can be used by witnesses, complainants and 

victims to refresh their memories; 

➢ The availability of a written statement is likely to discourage a witness from 

wrongfully changing the testimony during a formal hearing; 

➢ They can be used by the prosecution and officers in various tribunals to plan 

their presentations; 

➢ Forensic reports are also used to evaluate the information and evidence in the 

statement or report before making a decision to prosecute or with draw a case; 

➢ They are used by the defence to prepare a client’s defence and corroborate 

the testimony of other witnesses and evidence; and 

➢ Written statements can serve as evidence should the deponent die prior to the 

hearing or trial. 

Based on the above-mentioned importance of the statements, van Niekerk et al.  (In 

Zinn & Dintwe, 2019:230-231) summarise the purposes of the forensic report as that 

of court and investigation purposes. There is no reason why formal and reliable 

evidence should be presented orally. The development in section 212 of the Criminal 

Procedure Act of the Republic of South Africa (Act 51 of 1977) made it possible for a 

variety of evidence to be presented in a form of a sworn or affirmed statement and the 

section covers a wide spectrum of aspects. Statements made in terms of section 213 

and 213 are in general made by experts such as documents examiners, ballistics 

experts, pathologists, and other forensic experts including those working at the FSL. 

Hess and Orthmann (2010:72) are of the view that a well written report further the 

cause of justice and reflect positively on the authors’ education, competence, and 

professionalism. In fact, the author’s reputation and that of the department often rest 

on the written report. In addition, written reports are permanent records of all important 

facts in a particular case and serve as an aid to individual law enforcement officers 
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and investigators, supervisors, administrators, the courts, other governmental 

agencies, reporters, and private individuals. 

During the research interviews, the participants were asked the question “why do you 

write a forensic report?” All 47 (100%) participants have given two verbatim responses 

as follows: (a) for court purposes, (b) to communicate findings in writing. Some of the 

participants had provided both answers, whereas some provided either one of the two 

responses. The responses provided by the participants are in line with what the 

literature indicates, and such responses have demonstrated a full understanding of 

the purpose of the forensic report by the participants. This research question outcome 

has revealed that the forensic analysts of the DFS know the purpose of the forensic 

report. 

2.3 THE COMPOSITION OF A SCIENTIFIC FORENSIC REPORT 

Germain, Bird and Labuschagne (2011:391) emphasise the fact that there is no single 

best format for all forensic reports; however, the first important aspect is to identify and 

know the intended recipient. Reports range from internal summary forms or graphics 

with cover letters attached to specific data such as performance reports, to more 

comprehensive reports on proposed change initiatives, major downgrading incidents 

or reports for the executives. Whether it is a one-page report or hundred-page report, 

there are certain general guidelines that should be considered for a forensic report to 

be composed of useful and relevant information. These guidelines as articulated by 

Germain et al., (2011:392), include, but not limited to: the information in the report 

must be accurate: the report has little, if no value at all, if the information is not reliable; 

presentation is key to how the report is received: it is critical that the forensic report is 

composed of information that is accurate, but it is just as important that the report 

presents the information in a way that is easy to follow and comprehend, and that the 

key information is easily identified; keep the report simple, short and concise: time is 

a limited and precious resource for everyone, particularly busy executives (intended 

recipients and audience) and the author of the forensic report wants to get the most 

out of the time the report has with the readers. The main point here is to get the 

message understood in as few words as possible; and another key factor for effective 

forensic report writing is the language: keep it relative to the audience while keeping it 

clear and simple. Avoid jargon, and if need be, use it properly with full explanation 

considering the audience in mind. Never assume the reader is an expert or knows 
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every facet of the discipline you are reporting in. Be sensitive to the knowledge level 

of the recipient and make use of the appropriate vocabulary. 

In addressing the composition of a forensic report, court rulings can affect existing 

standards and policies relating to forensic reports in a couple of different ways. 

Similarly, court rulings can affect the way forensic reports are drafted in a quest to suit 

and address the court’s concerns. The forensic reports must be fit for purpose and be 

suitable for the purposes of the court; they need to stand all the possible scrutiny they 

may encounter in the court of law.  

In State v Bianca2, Judge Makaula found that for section 212(4) report to constitute a 

prima-facie proof of a fact stated in it, it must set out the qualifications of a person who 

made it, describe the process involved, explain why such process is reliable and 

provide the factual results or findings. The court further stated that the facts 

established must be through a process requiring any skills of the forensic fields as 

mentioned in section 212(4)(a) of the CPA (South Africa, 1977).  

Almost all forensic reports constitute the most basic information regarding an analysis 

and examination result, the information includes, but not limited to the following as 

outlined by Miller and Whitehead (2011:8): identifying the agency requesting the 

examination (name, address, contact numbers); case details (case number, station 

name, etc.); items submitted for examination (listed as ‘Q’ for questioned and ‘K’ for 

known); request (specifically citing what is to be done to the physical evidence); 

procedure (a narrative explaining what was done to the evidence and how it was 

examined); summary of examination (a narrative explaining what was done and the 

outcome); opinion (a statement explaining what the results were and the opinion of the 

examiner regarding the evidence); and signature and identification of the examiner. 

Regarding to making an opinion, it should be noted that the South African law does 

not make provision for an expression of the opinion in the forensic report3, but factual 

finding in terms of section 212(4)(a) of the Criminal Procedure Act (Act 51 of 1977) 

(South Africa, 1977). Section 212(4) of the CPA of the Republic South Africa sanctions 

 
2 State v Bianca Case no: CA&R163/14.  
Section 212 (4) stipulates that the report must be based on material “facts” established through the process 
which require skills.  
3 In State v Nkhumeleni 1986, the high court ruled that opinion evidence cannot be adduced via a section 
212(4) statement. 
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documentary proof of factual findings made by the deponent and not the expression 

of opinions. In terms of common law, opinion evidence is generally inadmissible. The 

expression of an opinion may, however, be permissible during the witness testimony 

in the court of law on the discretion of the court. 

Any opinion, whether expert or non-expert, which is expressed on an issue which the 

court can decide without receiving such opinion is in principle inadmissible because of 

its irrelevant. Such evidence is unnecessary and can be referred to as superfluous or 

supererogatory evidence. In this instance the opinion of the witness is excluded not 

because of a need to preserve or protect the fact-finding duty of the court, but because 

such evidence makes no probative contribution, creates the risk of confusion of the 

main issue, can lead to prolongation of trial, and can open an evidential Pandora’s box 

(Schwikkard & Van Der Merwe, 2016:93). 

A similar approach is also applied and practiced in the USA as highlighted by Miller 

and Whitehead (2011:12) who indicate that in addition, most forensic reports adhere 

to Federal rule of court 26, which mandates that written reports should include the 

following information: all opinion to be expressed in court and the basis and reasons 

thereof; the data or other information considered by the expert in forming opinion; any 

exhibits to be used as a summary or support for the expert opinion; qualifications of 

the expert, including a curriculum vitae and publications authored within the past ten 

years; any compensation paid for the examination and testimony; a listing of any other 

cases in which the expert has testified either at trial or deposition in the preceding four 

years. A noticeable distinction between South Africa and USA is regarding the 

inclusion and exclusion of the expert opinion in the forensic report. In terms of section 

212(4) of the Criminal Procedure Act (Act 51 of 1977) of South Africa, only facts 

established by means of a process requiring skills (and not opinion), on the other hand, 

the Federal rule of court 26 makes provision for the expression of opinion in the body 

of the forensic report. Van Rooyen (2008:339) supports the CPA by highlighting that 

information contained in the forensic report should be based on facts. These facts may 

include experiences and discovery of one person, which could be verified by another 

person. 

On evaluation of the forensic reports issued by the FS, in comparison to the 

requirements of the law (CPA) section 212(8)(a), it was discovered that all the forensic 
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reports issued by the FSL do not comply with the requirement of the act. The Criminal 

Procedure Act, 1977 (Act 51 of 1977), section 212(8)(a) states that:  

“In criminal proceedings in which receipt……, a document purporting to be an affidavit 

made by any person who in that alleges- 

(i) That he or she is in service of the state…;     

(ii)   That he or she in the performance of his or her official duties- 

 (aa) received from any person, institution, state department or body specified in the 

affidavit, a fingerprint of body-print, article of clothing, specimen, tissue or object 

described in the affidavit, which was packed or marked or, as the case may be, which 

he or she packed or marked in the manner described in the affidavit; 

(bb) delivered or dispatched to any person, institution, state department or body 

specified in the affidavit…, which he or she packed or marked in the manner 

described in the affidavit;  

Shall, upon the mere production thereof at such proceedings, be prima facie proof of 

the matter so alleged”. 

The DFS forensic reports do not comply with (1) section 212(8)(a)(ii)(aa), in that the 

reports do not specify the name of a person or institution from whom the received 

exhibit or item was received, as stipulated by the CPA (Act 51 of 1977); (2) the reports 

also do not identify the person or institution with whom the exhibit or item was delivered 

or handed to, after an examination was concluded, as required by the CPA of the 

Republic of South Africa. 

The exclusion of the specified sections of the act were not because of the forensic 

analysts concerns, but it was a systematic exclusion as such was also not stipulated 

in the report writing SOP, including in the forensic report example which appears on 

the SOP for reference. It is worth noting that although this information in not included 

in the forensic report, the information can however be traced in the value chain of 

paper trail in the case file and the FSL computer system. The traceability of the missing 

information from the forensic report does not justify the omission or the inclusion of 

such information in the forensic report as stipulated by the CPA. 
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In the matter heard in the Eastern Cape Division-Grahamstown4, the judge concluded 

that the evidence in question was inadmissible, since it was not proved by means of 

an affidavit, viva voce evidence, nor was it admitted by agreement. The affidavit was 

then excluded from the available evidence before the court due to non-compliance to 

the requirements of the CPA which it (affidavit) claims to be issued on its accord. 

Other forensic reports issued in terms of section 212 of the CPA (Act 51 of 1977) do 

express opinions regarding the outcome of the examination conducted. This is despite 

such expression of opinion not sanctioned or required by the act. Judge Bam5 ruled 

that the admission of forensic evidence in the form of section 212 is subject to the 

provisions and the prerequisites of sub-sections 212(4)(a) and 212(8)(a) of the Act. 

The relevant part of the sub-section 212(4)(a) reads as follows: “whenever any ‘fact’ 

(and not opinion) established by any examination or process….” The sub-section in 

question makes no provision of any opinion to be expressed by the deponent, but 

facts; thus, rendering the expression of opinion irrelevant and inadmissible in terms of 

the act. In the matter at hand, the defence had successfully challenged the 

admissibility of the forensic report as evidence in the court of law. 

Generally, organisations and companies have their own standards of reports on which 

all members working at those institutions are expected to comply with. These 

standards are put in place to ensure uniformity and standardisation in the compilation 

of the reports. To maintain uniformity of reports, some companies have SOP’s and 

policies which are aimed at regulating the writing and compilation of reports. Amongst 

others, institutions such as the Public Protector (PP) and Delloitte have their own 

manner of compiling their reports which amongst others, comprises of the following: 

2.3.1 Introduction 

A clear, concise, and interesting beginning may encourage readers to either continue 

or discontinue reading. An introduction should be written in straightforward and non-

technical language, bearing in mind that some readers may only read the tittle and the 

introduction to determine if they will be interested in the content. An introduction should 

 
4 State v Biance. Case no: CA&R163/14 
5 State v Sithole. Case no: A1051/11 
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accommodate even the readers who are not the experts in the subject matter, and 

they should understand it (Barrass, 2003:141). 

According to Emerson (2005a:51), an introduction should lead readers from 

information they already know and to the information they need to acquire. Begin with 

a general overview statement that identifies the subject matter of the report and 

establish common ground with the readers. Besides introducing the issues, the 

forensic report will discuss, this section should also clarify what readers can expect 

from the report and the scope of the report.  

Swain and Swain (2014;108) are of the opinion that an introduction includes, but not 

limited to the purpose of the report, the scope of the report, the definitions of any key 

terms and an overview of what you are going to discuss in the body of the report. The 

components of a report may vary depending on the organisation’s requirements. 

All the information that is expected to be in the forensic report is listed with the 

requirements of SABS (2005:20), clause 5.10, along with statement relating to 

accuracy, clarity, and objectivity. The omission of any of the listed items to be 

mentioned in the forensic report will need a valid reason, which must be stated in the 

procedure for generating forensic reports. The procedure for forensic report should 

also state the appropriate manner the reports are prepared and provided to the 

customer (e-mail, fax, electronic means, and hard copy) (Dale & Becker, 2015:309). 

2.3.2 Definitions 

To define a word is to state the meaning of the word. Definition is needed when there 

is good reason to believe that the reader does not already know the meaning the 

author intends to have in a particular word. This is common when the author maybe 

using a word that has several meanings in one sense and it would not be immediately 

clear to the reader which meaning that is intended for. It would be important for the 

author to specify which meaning he or she intends to convey by using such a word. 

The author need not to take it for granted and assume that the reader will know the 

meaning of a specific word, especially of technical nature, as such assumption could 

distort the intended meaning (Martinich, 2016:102).  
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2.3.3 Headings and sub-headings 

Bowden (2008:98) mentions headings and sub-headings help busy readers of today 

by identifying and labelling blocks of type. They are not standard and should be 

invented. The writer should strive to ensure that headings and sub-headings conform 

to the following: 

➢ They are comparatively short; 

➢ Are descriptive; 

➢ Are easily interpreted; 

➢ Cover all the grounds; 

➢ Do not overlap; 

➢ Are never vague; 

➢ Are in an order which is logical; and  

➢ Identical to those listed in the table of contents. 

Care should be taken to ensure that once a heading or sub-heading is introduced, the 

succeeding content is relevant to the heading. The heading should be fully explored 

before another heading or subheading is introduced. Sub-headings should not repeat 

information provided in the heading (Bowden, 2008:98). 

2.3.4 Paragraphs 

Heritage (1997:46) is of the view that if one opens a book or a report that has few or 

no paragraphs, such person will almost certainly catch some part of the writer’s brain 

thinking ‘oh no….’ it looks like so much to work through. Not only those paragraphs 

help to structure a report and give it a professional look and appearance. A new 

paragraph should be started every time a new thought is introduced in a report. In a 

normal A4 width paper, forensic report paragraphs should be wider than they are deep.  

Trimmer (2004:187) agrees by saying that arranging a report can be done by means 

of paragraphs. A paragraph is a set of related sentences that express or develop a 

topic. Paragraphs serve different purposes for both the writer and the reader, including 

the following: 

➢ They serve to divide the subjects into manageable units;  

➢ Grouping ideas into paragraphs;  
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➢ Controlling emphasis; by placing paragraphs into a particular position; the 

author demonstrates the relative importance of an idea in the forensic report; 

and 

➢ Use paragraph to establish rhythm. 

Emerson (2005a:31 & 115) express that paragraph should have a topic sentence and 

should discuss a single subject. The sentences in a paragraph should also be varied 

in length. The author further states that every paragraph should contain a single 

developed idea which should be stated in the opening sentence of the paragraph. 

According to the ACFE manual (2015:3.1017), a paragraph consists of several 

sentences that are grouped together and discusses one main subject. The first 

sentence of a paragraph should state the main point of the paragraph, and the 

subsequent sentences should support and clarify that main point. For the purposes of 

report writing, paragraphs should be short. Readers can be daunted by long and 

complicated paragraphs/sentences that discuses multiple issues. 

Shorter paragraphs are easier to read and help the writer to organise the information. 

Very short paragraphs can be used to great effect. Consider breaking down 

paragraphs by using bullet points when necessary. Numbering paragraphs is also very 

useful to make reports more ‘user friendly’. It is important to first check if the 

organisation’s rules allow such numbering in the report (Watt, 2013:73). 

Wang and Park (2016:239) argue that the forensic report should have an internal logic; 

the sequence of sentences, paragraphs, and sections should be related to each other 

logically, and the whole report should be coherent. The author should use transitional 

phrases and sentences to enhance the flow greatly. As it is with any professional 

writing, the use of slang and the colloquialism should be avoided in the forensic report. 

2.3.5 The results section 

During the report writing process, the examiner/scientist must consider all the 

information made available, identify key pieces of data, resolve, and explain 

inconsistencies and form opinions that are relevant to the issues in dispute (Otto, 

DeMier, & Boccaccini, 2014: 29). According to Heritage (1997:88), this section is 

where the writer presents the findings. The writer should remain as neutral and 

objective as possible. Avoid getting bogged into unnecessary details and only focus 

on the facts. Hamp-Lyons and Heasley (2006:112) indicate that the function of the 
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result section is to provide the reader with a clear description of the forensic report 

findings, based on the data that constitute trends. Emerson (2005a:41) is of a view 

that the result section focuses on answering the question “what did you find or see?” 

All the results that will appear in the report must appear in the result section- no results 

should appear for the first time in, for example, the discussion or conclusion. The 

author will have to decide on which results should be included and how best to present 

them. Emphasis must be on the results related to the hypothesis or the objectives 

made. Decide on a logical order for the subsections so that they follow naturally from 

one another- one good way to do this is to structure the results in the same order as 

the hypotheses or objectives. The results should be presented in a clear and objective 

way so that the reader can draw their own conclusions from them, they must be 

concise and accurate. 

Wallwork (2011:233) believes that from an English point of view, the main skill is in 

reporting results simply and clearly. If the reader of the document (forensic report) 

cannot understand the results, then the contribution to the current knowledgebase will 

be lost. Simply put, if you cannot explain it in a manner that is easily understood, you 

do not understand it yourself. According to Cargill and O’Connor (2009:31), keeping 

results and discussion sections is more common in report writing. In this section, 

effective authors highlight the main points only. It is advised that writers should only 

write sentences about the most important findings, especially the ones that form part 

of the focus of the discussion. Hollister (2013:86) adds that the result section of the 

report includes a summary of the findings relevant to the hypothesis presented in the 

introduction and to the interpretation presented in the discussion section. The author 

further says that the results section should be constructed in a logical fashion that 

follows the path of the main argument in the report. 

According to Sharma (2014:48), this section is the most important part of the report 

because it contains new information that constitutes the basis of a conclusion. 

Information reported in this section is the main reason why the report is written. Not all 

the data gathered during an investigation/examination need to be included in a report. 

The writer must choose only data or information that is directly related to the objectives 

and conclusions of the report. Excessive data related to the conclusion may confuse 

the reader and dilute the effectiveness of important data. The writer should present 

different types of results in a logical manner, devoting few paragraphs to each result.  
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2.3.6 The use of hypothesis or propositions in a forensic report 

The job of the report writer is to gather or generate facts/evidence and relevant 

statements to either support or refute a specific hypothesis.  The evidence should be 

weighed for its effect on the validity of a proposition; it must be evaluated according to 

how good the evidence is. This includes the notions of reliability-whether the test would 

yield the same results tomorrow as it did today (Karson & Nadkarni, 2013:74). 

Report writers ought to make their propositions clear enough that readers can discern 

what they are claiming and what they are not claiming. It should be clear as to what is 

it that the writer is trying to prove, and therefore which evidence to adduce in support 

(Karson & Nadkarni, 2013:109). The results that report writers are going to describe 

in their report are either the results of experiments that they performed to test a working 

hypothesis, or they are the serendipitous results of experiments that they planned with 

an entirely different goal in mind (Korner, 2004:44). 

2.3.7 Usage of footnotes 

Russey, Ebel and Bliefert (2006:127) cite that footnote represent a special form of 

annotation usually restricted to lengthy documents. In most cases, their chief function 

is to present commentary information to the principal message to be conveyed. The 

term “footnote” is derived from the fact that such added morsels always appear at the 

foot of the page, out of the way, but nevertheless conveniently nearby. Not all reports 

use footnotes, or appendices, or both tables and figures. The purpose of an appendix 

is to provide information that does not fit into the result section but elaborates on the 

results. Generally, reports should include an abstract, introduction, method section, 

result section, discussion, and list of reference. It is important to cite and reference 

everything that is essential to the forensic report, but it is also important not to cite and 

reference material that are not necessary. Remember that every article, chapter, and 

book that is cited must be listed in the reference section and such must be cited in the 

body of manuscript (Rosnow & Rosnow, 2012:72, 81). In addition, there are some 

common elements that are typically included in more formal reports, including forensic 

reports, such as: executive summary, introduction, analysis, recommendation, and 

appendices. These headlines are briefly described below (Rosnow & Rosnow, 

2012:72, 81): 
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Executive summary: This section contains the main points of the report, including 

the applicable findings, recommendations, and conclusions. 

Introduction: Creates a sense of what the reader will learn or expect from the report. 

It may include a summary of background information and a brief description of each 

section of the report.  

Analysis: This section includes the actual description and graphic representation of 

the data, findings and conclusions as may be applicable. All critical processes with 

which the exhibit has been exposed to, will have to be included and recorded in the 

report. 

Recommendations: This may include some preliminary recommendations as 

appropriate. Keep in mind that all recommendations should be based on the relevant 

information discovered during the investigation. The recommendations made should 

contribute to developing the corrective and preventive actions for continual 

improvement. 

Appendices: The important aspect to remember when including appendices is that 

this is the supplemental material to back up the report. The information is there if the 

reader wants to know more, but the reader should not be required to refer to an 

appendix to comprehend the content of the report. 

2.4 THE QUALITIES OF A GOOD FORENSIC REPORT 

According to Laplante (2012:30), one of the special qualities of forensic report writing 

is a combination of what is known as the “5Cs”; correct, clear, complete, consistent, 

and changeable. 

2.4.1 Correctness 

Correctness means that the information in the written report is grammatically and 

technically correct. Review by one or more persons, or via group reviews, can increase 

the correctness of any report. According to Hollister (2013:30), grammar is the set of 

rules that governs how words are put together for the purpose of constructing proper 

and meaningful sentences. Grammatical mistakes equate to poor writing, which is 

cited as one of the primary reasons for report rejections.  
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As a result, the use of correct grammar is very important in report writing. Spelling 

conformity and correctness are identified as the most common concerns related to 

spelling in report writing. Although the ubiquitous use of word processing applications 

and spell check features minimise instances of misspelling and misuse, those errors 

do occur, and they reflect badly on an author’s work. Spell check programmes do not 

account for homonyms/homophones (e.g., bough vs bow) or for commonly confused 

words (e.g., its vs it’s; than vs then). Furthermore, those programmes do not account 

for the correct spelling of proper names (Hollister, 2013:55). 

Table 2.1 below highlights words that are pronounced the same but with different 

meanings, which the author should ensure that the correct words are used to convey 

the intended meaning: 

Table 2.1 Homonyms/homophones 

HOMONYMS/HOMOPHONES 

Knew                                                          New 

Week                                                        Weak 

Weigh                                                          Way 

Weight                                                          Wait 

Won                                                        Worn 

Which                                                        Witch 

Waste                                                        Waist 

Wood                                                       Would 

Where                                                        Wear 

Science                                                        Signs 

Meet                                                         Meat 

Court                                                     Caught 

           Source: Researcher 

2.4.2 Clarity 

Heritage (1997:40) indicates that the real secret of good writing style, the attitude you 

should approach any writing with, is to write pretty much as you speak. You need to 

avoid the extremes of slang, but material harder to read when it is written in stilted 

language that the reader is unfamiliar with. Clarity means that each sentence, related 
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group of sentences, or related sections of the written document can have only one 

interpretation. Simply put; Clarity is the absence of ambiguousness. The author must 

remember that the forensic report is written for the benefit of reader, and not for the 

author. There is a need to adapt one’s own natural style of writing to suit the reader 

because sometimes the reader is not quite the same as the author in terms of subject 

matter comprehension. 

Rosnow and Rosnow (2012:99) articulate that clarity of reporting basically means not 

obfuscating details in obscure or murky visual displays or using technical terms 

inappropriately to confuse readers because you do not fully understand them or talking 

about one thing when you really mean something else. Accuracy and clarity are 

sometimes hard to separate because the accurate reporting of information means 

describing the results in a way that is transparent rather than vague, including its 

design, conduct, analysis, and interpretation. 

Hess and Orthmann (2010:81) are of the view that a forensic report should have only 

one interpretation. Two people should be able to read the report and come up with the 

same word-picture and understanding of the facts. The author should ensure that 

sentences can be read only one way. Clearly, the writer should aim to make the 

meaning as clear as possible. Note that computer spellchecks do not always help, 

since they may ignore a word that is spelt correctly but that is not the word the writer 

intends or meant to use (Bailey, 2011:94). A report should stand alone, allowing the 

reader to understand the scientific basis for the conclusion without recourse to further 

literature. Although it is always tempting for a scientist to write a report as if it were to 

be published in a scientific journal, it must be remembered that the report will be read 

and used by people with little or no scientific training and knowledge in the subject 

matter. The analysis should be clearly explained, and the results must be clearly 

understandable. The report must be unbiased and only based on the scientific 

evidence (James & Nordby, 2005:158). Generally, in writing, authors try to predict the 

reader’s needs to produce clear texts for them. Clarity principle is taken seriously in 

report writing, and it states that a writer should make everything clear to the reader 

when writing a report (Hamp-Lyons & Heasley, 2006:50). 

Cleary (2016:104) postulates that a report must be clear, leaving the reader in no doubt 

about the intended meaning. By concentrating on clarity, the writer shows respect and 
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consideration for the audience. The benefit of abiding to clarity when writing forensic 

reports is that the document is likely to be regarded as credible. The following could 

be beneficial to enhance clarity of a report: 

➢ Specifics: it is the responsibility of the writer, and not the reader, to ensure a 

successful communication. A message should be made perfectly clear by 

being specific; 

➢ Word choice: choose familiar, often-used words, rather than unfamiliar, 

impressive sounding words. Unfamiliar words make messages more difficult 

to understand; 

➢ Precise verbs: avoid nominalisation (forming a noun by adding to a verb, for 

example; using arrangement instead of arranging. Rather use a verb as it 

conveys a more precise meaning; 

➢ Sentence length: long, complicated sentences are difficult to understand. 

Therefore, the writer should make use of shorter, rather than, longer 

sentences. An average sentence length of 15-18 words works well. However, 

care should be taken to vary sentence length and structure to avoid a choppy 

effect. 

2.4.3 Completeness 

A technical document is complete if there is no missing relevant or important 

information. This can also be achieved by having as many people as possible, read 

and peer review the forensic report. Do not use contractions in a report; it is not 

acceptable to use words such as ‘doesn’t, can’t and she’ll, just to mention a few. 

2.4.4 Consistency 

The report should not contradict other parts of the report and it should be in line and 

in agreement with all other applicable documents and standards. Subjecting a 

document/report to a peer-review process is another way of archiving this goal. 

2.4.5 Changeability 

A document is changeable if its structure will readily yield to modification. This means 

that the document is numbered, stored in a convenient electronic format, and 

compatible with common document processing and configuration tools. Ease of 

modification on a document will also reduce costs, assist in meeting schedules, and 
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facilitate communication about projects associated with the document in question. 

Reviews and inspections are the most ways to assess the document’s modifiability. 

Forensic report should be accurate, complete, concise, and brief. Accuracy means 

that reports are exact, precise, truthful, relevant, and objective. All reports, forensic 

reports, should be free from bias and personal opinions. A complete report includes a 

detail of investigation but only those details related specifically to the case in question. 

Concise reports do not have unnecessary verbiage but are concerned with the 

information required to assist the CJS (Palmiotto, 2013:81). This is supported by Hess 

and Orthmann (2010:80) who articulate that being concise means making every word 

count without leaving out important facts. Avoid wordiness; length alone does not 

ensure quality. Some reports can be written in half a page; others require 12 or even 

20 pages. No specific length can be prescribed but strive to include all relevant 

information in as few words as possible. In addition to the qualities of a forensic report, 

More and More (2012:168) articulate the standards of excellence for forensic reports 

as follows: 

➢ Accuracy: all findings are factual as best as can be determined and fully 

supportable; 

➢ Fairness: all information is direct and straightforward without overemphasis 

or exaggeration of, and positive or deficient findings; 

➢ Impartiality: conclusions and recommendations are balanced and free of the 

evaluator’s own personal preferences or animosities: 

➢ Thoroughness: essential information needed to fulfil the objectives of the 

examination is included in the report; 

➢ Persuasiveness: the report meets the stakeholder’s expectations and needs, 

with valid findings, reasonable conclusions, and valuable recommendations 

with straightforward action to be taken; 

➢ Clearness: information is straightforward and simplified, easy to read and 

comprehend; 

➢ Informative: provides only the relevant information as required by the 

stakeholders and relevant to the subject matter; 

➢ Briefness: limited to the presentation essential information; and 

➢ Tactfulness: written with a professional tone that stimulates acceptance and 

foster corrective action. 
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The composition of the outlined elements and qualities of a forensic report are all 

aimed at improving the forensic report so that it can be fit for the intended purpose. 

Bowden (2008:167) outlines points that should be borne in mind when writing a 

forensic report which achieves its purpose, as follows: (a) make sure that you 

understand the purpose of the test or examination conducted, (b) ensure to select the 

appropriate instrument with reference to accuracy, sensitivity, and safety. Ensure you 

know how the equipment works and set it up in the most sensible way for you to make 

all the required measurements and observations, (c) carry out the test or experiment 

while recording every observation accurately, (d) record the estimated limits of error, 

and (e) form conclusions based on the accumulated evidence. 

2.5 THE CHARACTERISTICS OF A FORENSIC REPORT 

With the need of information sharing through forensic reporting, a unique style of 

writing emerged in science and technology to facilitate wide-spread sharing of newly 

discovered information. To succeed, the legal practitioners presented accurate and 

worthwhile information in an easily comprehensive format. Such approach relied on 

conveying significant material information in an objective and organised manner, using 

an unambiguous language. Thus, the writing style that emerged out of this collective 

approach has certain well-defined characteristics, namely: factual information, 

objectivity, logical organisation, unambiguity and specialised vocabulary (Sharma, 

2014:6). 

Many researchers believe that forensic reports that are written by the author, and not 

a typist, provide a more accurate estimate of actual and factual account of the basis 

of such report. This enables the author to carefully word and structure the report in a 

manner that befits his observations and findings. Some organisational template 

reports are very restrictive, and they usually promote a certain narrative, with limited 

or no space for discretion (Bartol & Bartol, 2017:41).  Emerson (2005b:23) is of the 

opinion that the writing in an academic style and report writing does not mean sounding 

stuffy and intellectual; it means writing in a way that is understandable to the average 

reader. Use language that is appropriate; opting for short sentences and words that 

are fully understandable, considering the following characteristics: 
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2.5.1 Factual information 

Sharma (2014:6) highlights that the first characteristic of forensic, scientific, and 

technical writing is factual and significant content. Forensic report writing conveys 

information that is not only authentic, but also significant in the sense that it is usable 

information. The information may be useful in solving an existing problem or proposing 

a new or more efficient and effective ways of carrying the specific operation. Contrary 

to the poetry and novels, scientific (forensic and technical) reports do not provide 

entertainment and enjoyment to the readers. 

It is important to consider who the intended readers are, what they know and what do 

they require. Always, in scientific writing, the purpose is to explain and to provide 

information (Barrass, 2003:30). Gordon and Fleisher (2011:219) concur and express 

that every report should be written based on factual and verifiable information, and not 

assumptions and opinions. This applies mainly and especially to the reports which are 

written for the benefits of the court. Factual information is also encompassed in the 

CPA (Act 51 of 1977). It is a legal requirement that a (forensic) report of any type be 

factual, true, and accurate. The information contained in such reports should be 

accurate and a representation of what is being documented. Above all, report 

information should be verifiable. Depending on the type of the report being written, 

such a report should address the five W’s and H (who, what, where, why, where, and 

how) (Buckles, 2007:42). Jensen, McElreath and Graves (2018:256) concur by adding 

that analytical writing must answer the “what”, “so what”, and “why” questions of 

decision makers. Analysts must prove the value of their reports to them by making the 

report more relevant to the audience’s needs. 

2.5.2 Objectivity 

Hess and Orthmann (2010:80) opine that being objective means non-opinionated, fair, 

and impartial. Lack of objectivity can result from either of the two things: poor word 

choice or omission of facts. The subject of scientific and technical report writing is 

about writing, and not on the writer. It also avoids use of emotions and flowery words. 

The objective approach in scientific report writing is useful in avoiding unnecessary 

acrimony and personal reference or subjective approach in the interpretation of 

results. The report should be aimed at sharing useful information and relevant to the 

subject at hand. 
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Barrass (2003:33) advocates that in science, reports and statements should be 

objective (based on evidence) and not subjective (based on the imaginations or 

unsupported opinion). In scientific writing, nothing should be left to the reader’s 

imagination. When reporting, a scientist must always remain objective; objectivity is 

simply reporting the facts of the case based on the observations and test conducted, 

without presenting the opinion of the examiner. Thorough and straightforward 

reporting demonstrate professionalism and integrity for the field of science (Brown & 

Davenport, 2012:49). 

2.5.3 Logical organisation 

According to Heritage (1997:29), forensic report is generally arranged and structured 

logically into the following sections: aim, method, results, and conclusion. The aim is 

usually placed at the beginning of the report. The method section explains how you 

established the answers to the questions. In the results section, everything discovered 

during the research is written. In the conclusion section, the focus should be paid to 

the aim or the objective of the research. The conclusion is also the section on which 

the opinion is expressed. Mulvaney and Jolliffe (2005:166) agree by conveying that a 

laboratory report (forensic report) follows a very structured format. Most typically, the 

report would contain various parts that in essence mirror the scientific method. These 

parts or sections of the reports includes, amongst others, the title, introduction, 

methods/procedures followed, observations, interpretations, and the conclusion. 

Searle (2011:70) believes that a report should have a structure which is logical and 

coherent. Since the report is intended to be functional and useful, it should be easily 

comprehensible. The information should be presented in an easy-to- navigate fashion. 

Laplante (2012:11) suggests that whether you are writing procedures documents, 

manuals, reports, or books, it is conventional to organise writing in a hierarchical 

fashion. Writing is hierarchical if it is arranged as a cascade of sections or chapters. 

Most reports follow a structured and logical pattern of presenting information.  This 

explains the rationale, or the importance of information being conveyed, such as 

introduction section, method of collecting information, results section, and the 

interpretation of result section. The use of graphs, charts and tables also allows a 

logical summarisation of the recorded information (Sharma, 2014:10). 
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Structure and form are crucial to an effective, readable legal document. The document 

should be consciously ordered to enable it to be read as quickly and efficiently as the 

subject matter may allow. To achieve this, the document must be ordered logically- by 

which, logically form the reader’s perspective. Each paragraph should be presented in 

a way that is both sensible and comprehensive to the reader (Butt, 2013:129).  

Butt (2013:165) further states that the legal document should be numbered using a 

specific and consistent numbering system. The choice of numbering system is a 

matter of personal/organisation preference. No one numbering system is best, 

although the modern trend is towards the decimal system. Although writers and 

organisations vary in their level of formality, it is expected in forensic reports to have 

certain predictable structures. In many legal reports, it is easy to see the organisational 

structure because it is marked by headings, subheadings, paragraphs, and 

numberings (Hamp-Lyons & Heasley, 2006:30). Bowden (2008:88) sites that the 

layout of headings, pages and paragraphs should not vary to maintain a similar 

standard. 

2.5.4 Unambiguity 

According to Cargill and O’Connor (2004:63), ambiguity occurs when a writer places 

a string of nouns and adjectives together, to form a title which packs a lot of meaning 

into a few words, which subsequently gives more than one meaning. Wallwork 

(2011:104 & 105) postulates that a forensic report must be as precise as possible. A 

common mistake by writers is in assuming that the reader will understand. This is 

because the author/writer knows the topic extremely well; in fact, the writer may have 

been working on it for several months, even years. This may lead to using words and 

expressions that are clear to the writer, but unclear to the reader. In all cases, the 

writer needs to be more specific. Another way to be more precise is to choose the 

least generic word. 

Sharma (2014:138) believes that ambiguity arises when there is a possibility of 

deriving more than one meaning from a word, a phrase, or a sentence. The purpose 

of a report is to convey only one meaning and allow only one interpretation. 

Miscommunication may take place if a sentence can be interpreted in more than one 

way, and it can have a disastrous effect in report writing. The writer should not only be 

easily understood, but also avoid being misunderstood. A report should minimise 
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distortion of message by avoiding words that are vague or ambiguous. Verbosity is the 

excessive use of words which can make even simple message difficult to understand, 

hence, it should be avoided (Sharma, 2014:125). 

According to Searle (2011:28), it is particularly important to avoid long sentences 

especially when you are writing to the ordinary audience, even if you are writing to the 

legal audience, try to be short and simple. One short sentence may have dramatic 

effect and communicate the message more effectively. This can be achieved by 

avoiding unnecessary repetitions of words. The incorrect use of grammar may lead to 

ambiguity and obscurity. Butt (2013:22) adds that ambiguity is a legal writing’s chief 

curse; its avoidance is the writing’s chief goal. It is important to keep the goal of 

ambiguity-free in writing. The possibility of one word to be understood in more than 

one way or referring to more than one thing at the same time is known as ambiguity, 

which, perhaps can be regarded as the most serious disease of writing.  

2.5.5 Specialised vocabulary 

The specialised language is sometimes referred to as jargon, as it is the exclusive 

language of a particular field, and it is understood by the specialists in that specific 

field. A deliberate effort must be made to reduce the extent of specialised vocabulary 

in report writing by replacing the technical terms with the more commonly understood 

words (Sharma 2014:11). 

It is tempting to use a pseudo-technical vocabulary to make things sound more 

important, but usually has the effect of making the writer look immature (Peck & Coyle, 

2012:169). Hess and Orthmann (2010:81) believe that Standard English should be 

used in writing a forensic report. Standards English is the language, which is plain and 

easy to understand, which is mostly used in every day talking. Searle (2011:38) further 

advises that authors should avoid using legal jargon and legal terms that the audience 

is unlikely to understand. It is particularly important to consider writing in a plane and 

simple language. Laplante (2012:14), however, believes that before writing a forensic 

report, the author must fully understand the intended readership and prepare to align 

content of the forensic report accordingly. Different writing tones and approaches are 

needed for various customers, such as the public, technical/scientists and experts, 

government urgencies and other urgencies. It is quite difficult to write to multiple 

audiences simultaneously.  
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Gaetz and Phadke (2018:03) postulate that a report should be written with a conscious 

and deliberate intention for the purpose of the audience as the intended reader. To 

determine the design and the phrasing of a report, one needs to know important 

information about the intended reader of such a report; of which the following should 

be taken into consideration: 

➢ Who will read my report? 

➢ Is my intended audience the only one to read my report? 

➢ What does my audience know about profession and the subject matter? 

➢ What information will the reader expect? 

➢ Should I use formal or informal language; and 

➢ How should I adjust my vocabulary and tone to appeal to the intended reader? 

Most reports in plain English are rightly described and simplified. Plain English is a 

language that is not artificially complicated but is clear and effective for its intended 

audience. Plain English reports offer non-expert readers some assistance in coping 

and understanding the technical terms. Replace the technical term with the plain-

language equivalent. Retaining the term will lead to unnecessary explanation and 

definition of such term, leading into the report being long and complex (Butt, 2013:102 

& 259). According to Trimmer (2004:529), jargon; the specialised or technical 

language of a particular group, is sometimes appropriate when you are writing only to 

members of the same group. The use of jargon is inappropriate when you are writing 

for a general audience. Always keep the audience clearly in mind and use specific but 

common words instead.  

Wallwork (2011:17) agrees that a report should be written in a manner that even a 

non-expert will understand it. The problem with many Latin expressions is that one 

may know what they mean, but the reader may not. Unless they are commonly used 

in the language, the author should try to avoid Latin expressions such as a priori, a 

posteriori, ex ante, in intinere, ex-post, ceteris paribus and many others (Wallwork, 

2011:103). 

When using terms that are common within a particular field but not necessarily 

understood by people outside that field, one risks two negative reactions. The first is 

that readers may not understand - or may misunderstand the contents of the forensic 

report. The second is that the reader may feel that the forensic report writer does not 
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care enough about them to connect with them, because the report is using language 

that makes them feel like outsiders (FitzGerald, 2011:39). 

Knowing one’s audience will assist in determining the tone and style of the forensic 

report. The author should keep in mind that the purpose of writing is to demonstrate 

one’s own acquired knowledge, findings and conclusion, as well as to give evidence 

of the appropriate framework in a formal document, which can be later used as a 

reference (Rosnow & Rosnow, 2012:13). 

Hollister (2013:25) describes jargon as the unnecessarily complex manner of 

expressing simpler words or phrases. Jargon is generally regarded as confusing, 

discordant gibberish to readers, and it should be scrupulously avoided in report writing. 

The writer should strive to avoid too much detail which might distract or confuse the 

audience. Not only the jargon or the technical terms have a potential of confusing the 

audience, but the use of too much unnecessary details have the potential to confuse 

the readers. Emphasis should only be on the most important or essential information, 

and to make use of a limited number of letter types (Erasmus-Kritzinger, Swart & 

Mona, 2015:171). 

Although a forensic report is mainly intended for the attention of the attorneys, judges 

and legal professionals, the use of technical jargons and labels should be kept to a 

minimal. The use of jargon in a forensic report leads to confusion and aggravation 

when the reader lacks the knowledge base to understand it.  The goal of a forensic 

report should be to inform the legal decision maker or the presiding officer and not to 

demonstrate one’s knowledge of terminologies (Otto, DeMier & Boccaccini, 2014: 38). 

Butt (2013:239) highlights that some think that their audience will somehow think less 

of them for using short, simple words. In fact, the opposite is probably true. Research 

shows that readers think more highly of writers who use short words than those who 

use long words. Even judges, as readers have the same impression. Judges not only 

prefer plain language, but associate “legalese” and verbosity with ineffective 

advocacy. Legalese is the language that lawyers would not use in ordinary 

communication but for the fact that they are lawyers (or simply put, use of more legal 

terms/jargons). As a point of departure, the writer should use plain English as far as 

possible, especially when writing to clients. Difficult legal terminologies, jargon, Latin 
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words and phrases should, where possible, be avoided (Potgieter & Van Wyk, 

2017:61). 

The participants were asked what changes they would make in the current SOP on 

report writing. The research revealed that technical jargons were amongst the aspects 

which participants would remove given the opportunity to do so. Other aspects which 

the participants would prefer to be addressed includes the use of simple language in 

report writing, prohibition of Latin phrases, irrelevant textbook theory, make provision 

for the known error rate to maintain objectivity and impartiality, avoid the unnecessary 

repetition of words and to allow free-style reporting when necessary. However, 18 of 

the 47 (38,29%) participants said that they would not make any changes to the current 

SOP on forensic report writing. 

2.5.6 Avoid stilted language in a forensic report 

For some reasons, people are often prone to use particular words and phrases in their 

reports that no one uses in real life. As per Table 2.1 below, the following are some of 

the commonly used expressions in report writing: 

Table 2.2: Contrived versus natural expressions 

STILTED EXPRESSION ALTERNATIVE WORDS 

  

In respect to About 

At this moment in time Now 

In the event of If 

Terminate Stop/end 

Ascertain Find out 

In consequence so 

Acquire Get 

Effected Done 

Prior  Before 

Source: Researcher 
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All one needs to do is to learn to adopt the general approach of writing as one speaks, 

rather than slipping into stilted language. Once the writer has the general style correct, 

one is well on their way to producing a clearly written forensic report. But it is still 

important that the writer uses the right phrases and words within the report (Heritage, 

1997:43). 

We all like to be regarded as intelligent, and perhaps some of us learned or came to 

believe that the more syllables our words have, the more intelligent we appear. The 

opposite is true in most situations. When we use fancy words instead of simple ones, 

we might not gain the respect of our readers; instead, we may lose their attention and 

thus fail to achieve the purpose of our message. Therefore, the author should focus 

on using simple, easy-to-understand words when writing a forensic report. The 

ultimate aim is to convey the message quickly and clearly (Swain & Swain, 2014:40). 

Swain and Swain (2014:44) further articulate that in this information age, readers no 

longer have time or the inclination to wade through wordy writing. To reach the 

audience, therefore, the author needs to know how to write concisely. Writing 

concisely is to say everything one needs to say in the fewest number of words 

possible. 

Published surveys show that most judges favour the use of simple and plain language 

(English) in documents, including forensic reports used at the court of law. For 

example, research in the USA has shown that, given the choice, over 80% of American 

judges would prefer to see documents and pleadings in simple and plain English rather 

than traditional legal form. Another survey conducted in Australia on Australian judges 

indicated an overwhelming preference for simple and plain English in all forms of legal 

discourse. Others, have however, taken nit-picking attitude towards the use of legal 

language as compared to using plain English; an attitude which was later proved to be 

misplace (Butt, 2013:98-99). Documents in plain English are rightly described as 

simplified, in the sense of being rid of entangled and convoluted language. Plain 

English is a language that is not artificially complicated but is clear and effective for its 

intended audience. While it shuns antiquate and inflated word and phrase, which can 

readily be either omitted altogether or replaced with a simpler and more useful 

substitute. Plain English documents offer non-expert readers and audience some 

assistance in coping with matters of sentence and paragraph structure, with 
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organisation and design, where so many of the hindrances to clear expression 

originate (Butt, 2013:102). 

 

Butt (2013:103) further argues that the key lies in the phrase ‘clear and effective for its 

intended audience. Central to the use of simple and plain English is the assumption 

that the audience is the parties to the document, and not the lawyers who drafted it. 

Plain English means standard language as currently used and understood, and any 

move which promotes the use of words in their ordinary, everyday meaning and deter 

the use of purple verbiage and fathomless grammar must only improve the whole 

quality of our language. A key reason is the basic principle of common law legal 

systems that persons are bound by the documents they read and sign. Difficulty in 

understanding such documents is not generally a ground of justification for defence. 

This is not to say that readers of simple and plain English documents will understand 

all the legal niceties of the subject matter, but they may still need the services of the 

lawyer or legal practitioner to explain the consequences of the material. Yet the fact 

remains that plain English documents are easier to read and understand than 

documents drafted in a more traditional legal language (Butt, 2013:104). 

 

The benefits of increased efficiency follow regardless of whether the document is a 

once-off prepared, prepared for a particular transaction or purpose, or a standard form 

prepared for transaction of a recurrent kind. But the efficiencies are more marked for 

standard forms, since they accumulate each time the form or format is used. These 

benefits apply not only to the general readers but also to the lawyers or legal 

practitioners. On average, the time taken to understand the plain language version is 

one-third to one-half less than the time taken to understand the traditional legal 

language (Butt, 2013:108). Plain and simple language further helps to reduce mistakes 

and errors. Traditional legal language may submerge inconsistencies and ambiguities 

in a torrent of words. Errors are hard to find in dense and convoluted prose. Reducing 

errors benefits not only the clients for whom the document is drawn, but also the 

drafter. Also, clients who sign a document that is plainly expressed and easily 

understood will find it hard to convince a court of law that they did not understand it. 

In a Canadian case, two insured persons sued their insurance agent for not advising 

them that their insurance policy excluded cover for damage to business assets; they 
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failed because the judge considered that the policy was in easily understandable 

language (Butt, 2013:110). 

 

Guffey and Almonte (2007:36) add that business communicators who are conscious 

of their audience try to use plain language that expresses clear meaning. They do not 

use showy words and ambiguous expressions to dazzle or confuse readers. They 

write to impress ideas, not to impress others. Some business, legal and government 

documents are written in an inflated style that obscures the meaning. This style of 

writing has been given various terms, such as legalese, federalese, bureaucratese, 

and doublespeak which may be used intentionally to mask the meaning or an attempt 

to show off the writer’s intelligence and education. To overcome this pretentious style, 

the federal government requires public servants to use plain and simple language to 

write and inform the public about government policies, programs, and services. This 

means a clear, simple style that uses everyday words. The use of plain English goes 

beyond word choice, it can also mean writing that is easy to follow and organised into 

segments with appropriate headings. The important thing to remember is not to be 

impressed by important-sounding language and legalese, such as herein, thereafter, 

hereinafter, whereas, and similar expressions, but to keep the writing simple to 

increase the possibility of a better understanding by the audience (Guffey & Almonte, 

2007:36). 

 

A good writer anticipates the audience for each message: what is the reader like? How 

will the reader react to the message? Although the writer may not always know who 

the reader might be, they can imagine some characteristics of the reader to ensure 

the suitability of the message to be conveyed. Picturing a typical reader is important 

in guiding what the writer needs to write and the language to use in a forensic report. 

By profiling the audience and shaping a message to respond to that specific profile, 

the writer will more likely be able to achieve the intended goal (Guffey & Almonte, 

2007:31). 

 

Guffey and Almonte (2007:31) further clarify that there are a number of critical 

questions which the writer need to consider in profiling the audience for the intended 

writing output such as the forensic report, which include, but not limited to: (a) the 

primary reader of the report; (b) the personal and professional relationship with the 
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audience; (c) the position the audience hold in the organisation; (d) how much does 

the audience know about the subject matter; (e) what does the author  know about the 

audience’s education, beliefs, culture and attitude; (f) should the author expect a 

neutral, positive, or negative response to  the message in the report; (g) who might 

see or read the report in addition to the intended audience and (h) how do these people 

differ from the primary audience. Dutelle (2017:97) describes a standardised report 

format as beneficial and time saving with a minimal room for variation. Reports can be 

either fill-in-the blank forms that are utilised to record pertinent information relating to 

a case, or they can be narratives. Forensic reports are formal and are typically unique 

to a particular department and specific to a certain type of scene or case. Narrative 

reports are formally written, usually in the first person, active voice, and in past tense. 

Every report type should document everything that a forensic scientist has done, 

observed, and made. The expression of one’s factual finding is crucial to every 

forensic report. 

2.5.7 Check for correct spelling in the report 

A single spelling mistake in a report may prejudice a sharp-eyed judge into thinking 

that this sloppy unprofessional error may reflect on the report in general. At best, it 

might be an amusing slip, and, at worst, it may convey a meaning totally different from 

that intended for. It is important to get the spelling right as there is no real and justifiable 

excuse for mistakes in a professional report. Spell checkers can be useful, but do not 

set them to correct automatically. Spell checkers can predict wrongly, mistaking the 

intentions and substituting a similar word. Always check the dictionary whenever a 

slightest doubt exists (Watt, 2013:72).    

Emerson (2005a:54) argues that the laboratory report (forensic report) describes an 

investigation run in a laboratory or practical situation. The goal is rapid and effective 

communication. A laboratory report should state clearly and succinctly the problem 

that was investigated, the method used, the results obtained, and the relationship 

between these results and other scientific knowledge. 

Even if the author has good English skills, one should take time to proofread the 

forensic report. Spelling and other types of mistakes of carelessness usually distract 

the reader and diminish the writer’s sense of professionalism. Do not rely on the 

spellchecker of the computer- it will not pick up all errors (Emerson, 2005a:11). 
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2.5.8 Use of shorter sentences 

According to Heritage (1997:46 & 73), long sentences are tough to read. The writer 

should aim to maintain an average of about 20 words per sentence. Long sentences 

lead to long reports and people do not like long reports because, more often, they do 

not have time to read it. It is advisable to keep the report as short as possible; the 

readers want quality not quantity. A ten-page report will be appropriate, unless on rare 

exceptions. 

Barrass (2003:83) states that long involved sentences may indicate that the writer has 

not thought sufficient about what he or she is trying to say, and such (long sentences) 

should be broken down into shorter sentences. Short sentences are the easiest to 

read and comprehend as compared to the longer sentences. Emerson (2005a:31) 

postulate that a direct and vigorous writing style is more likely to catch and hold the 

attention of busy people; make each sentence clear and to the point, conveying its 

message in as few words as possible. The best English is that which gives sense in 

the fewest short words. Emerson (2005a:31) further say that the following questions 

should be asked: 

➢ Are any sentences too long? 

➢ Are the sentences complete? 

➢ Is the sentences length varied? 

A sentence should contain no unnecessary words; a paragraph should contain no 

unnecessary sentences. This does not necessarily mean the writer should make all 

the sentences short or avoid all details and treat subjects only in outline (Laplante, 

2012:15). For easier comprehension, formidable blocks of type should be broken up 

into shorter sentences. Most writing texts indicate that sentences should not exceed 

20 or 25 words. Longer sentences (longer than 25 words) put unnecessary demand 

on the reader’s short-term memory. Good writers make their sentences relatively 

short; short sentences are more effective than long sentences in making the product 

accessible (Butt, 2013:181). 

According to (Watt, 2013:73), readers find it easier to digest smaller blocks of 

information. Writing guides generally suggest that sentences should be between 

fifteen and twenty words in length, and that some may be even less. A tip given to 

creative writers is to vary the sentence length; this applies equally to report writing. 
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Differences in sentence length can add to emphasis and improve style, thus helping 

the reader to stay alert. Sentences that make up a report should be short and simple. 

Whenever possible, use uncomplicated sentences to state complicated ideas. Long 

sentences are more likely to confuse readers. (ACFE, 2015:3.1014).  

Miller (2014:12) is of the view that in general, the short, simple word is preferable to 

the long, complex one; the familiar word to the obscure one; the short, simple sentence 

to the long convoluted one; and the short or medium-length paragraph to the one that 

stretches across two or three pages. The aim, after all, is to communicate, not to 

impress the reader with one’s sophistication. Simplicity should always be maintained. 

“The effective communicator, John Adair reports that approximately 90% of people 

understand eight (8) words sentence on first reading, but only about 4% understand a 

27-words sentence first time around”. The longer the sentence, the greater the chance 

it will be misunderstood (Wallwork, 2011:33 & 35). Peck and Coyle (2012:38) suggest 

that the core unit in writing is the sentence; it is impossible to produce effective report 

if one cannot produce mechanically correct sentence. 

2.6 FORENSIC REPORTS AND THE APPENDICES OR ATTACHMENTS 

Appendices may be attached at the end of a report. Appendices are used to place 

supplementary material or information that is not directly relevant to the understanding 

of the report. Specialised terms, abbreviation and acronym which are not fully 

described in the report are fully explained in the appendices. Appendices may be too 

large to fit in the report and may interfere with the understanding of the main text. They 

are mostly read by a small number of people (Sharma, 2014:61). Appendices are 

supplemental material to the report; they are not essential, but they serve to clarify, 

explain, or expound on elements of the main topic. Generally, these materials are too 

distracting, too long, or too unwieldy for inclusion in the body of the report. Appendices 

are, however, for the readers who seek additional information on the main topic 

(Hollister, 2013:97). 

Sharma (2014:61) further articulates that in addition to the appendices, a glossary 

should be written at the end of the report for the benefit of readers who are not experts 

in the discipline of study on which the report is written. It is essentially an alphabetical 

listing of technical terms used in the report along with their definitions and 

explanations. Glossary is a must if the report includes many newly introduced, 
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uncommon, or specialised terms, which are not fully explained in the main report. 

There is nothing wrong in attaching an appendix to a forensic report which outlines the 

scientific and technical aspects to the test if such will help the lawyers and the judge 

to understand the important parts in the body of a report. In the case that appendix is 

used, it should be kept as short as possible, and it should be to the point and 

understandable. The aim is not to demonstrate the depth of the author (expert) 

knowledge, but to assist the court in making a sound conclusion (Wall, 2009:79). 

Leedy and Ormrod (2015:358) provides that following the main report, the appendix 

may be attached which might help readers understand the research study more 

completely but are not essential to reader’s general comprehension of the report. A 

rule of the thump is that material appearing in an appendix enables readers to go 

further in understanding the method and/ or report findings if so desired.  

A reference list may also be attached to the forensic report as an appendix. A 

reference list is a list of the full bibliographical details of all the material quoted or cited 

in the forensic report and it should be started on a new page with a heading “reference” 

(Emerson, 2005b:99). Every report that draws on other people’s ideas of findings must 

have a reference section where sources are cited in full. The purpose of the reference 

section is to list all the sources cited in the report; if you have sources but you have 

not cited them, they should not appear in the reference section. Sources which have 

been influential but not cited in the discussion should be listed under the heading 

“bibliography” and should follow immediately after the list of reference (Emerson, 

2005b:57).  

In terms of the DFS SOP (DFS0021P of 2017) on report writing, a provision is made 

where forensic analysts include attachments relating to the case at hand. These 

attachments include case exhibits pictures and illustration charts which assist in the 

understanding of the finding reached during an examination of a particular case.  

2.7 THE CRITICAL INFORMATION OF A FORENSIC REPORT  

There is little or no point in forensic report containing immense amount of information 

which is simply not relevant or useful to the court, these will at very least lose favour 

with the court, and at its worst results in the details of a scientific finding which is pivotal 

to understanding the case being lost under a mountain of irrelevant details. The report 
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should help the lawyers in the preparation of the case and assist the court in 

understanding the difficult aspects of the examination conducted (Wall, 2009:78). 

In a view to solicit information from the forensic analyst, a question “what is the most 

important information in your report that is required by court?” was asked to the 

research participants. Majority of the participants have provided the following details 

which were common to most of the participants: (a) the findings, (b) methodology 

used, (c) the technique used, (d) the description of the exhibits analysed or received, 

(e) chain of custody and (f) the details of the forensic analyst. In addition, the following 

information was also provided by some of the participants in response to the same 

question, (a) observations made, (b) request by the client, (c) examination conducted, 

(d) compliance to the law, (e) credibility of the forensic analysts, and (f) the specimen 

used.  

Although there are various views regarding what is the most important information in 

a forensic report that is required by the court, there is a general view that the report 

finding is the most important aspect of the forensic report that the court of law requires. 

Forty-four (44) out of 47 (93,61%) participants have made mention of the report finding 

as the most important information required by the court. All other information was 

provided in addition to the finding. The participants’ responses are also supported by 

many other authorities in the field of forensic through the literature that were perused. 

The research question outcome has revealed that the most important information in 

the forensic report which is required by the court is the report finding. Siegel (2011:26) 

believes that in almost any scientific endeavour, when experiments are performed, the 

results are recorded in a forensic laboratory report. A complete and proper report 

should contain: 

➢ An objective or purpose; 

➢ A list of materials and instruments used; 

➢ A detailed list of procedures and methods used; 

➢ The results of the experiment or process, including all data produced; 

➢ A discussion of the results, including interpretation, statistical and analysis, 

and known or possible source of errors; and 

➢ A detailed bibliography of all authoritative sources used in developing the 

experiments and interpreting the results. 
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A typical forensic science laboratory report, according to Siegel (2011:27) often does 

not meet the basic standards of a proper forensic report. In many cases, a forensic 

science laboratory report contains only: 

➢ Demographic data (name of suspect, submitting officer, location etc.); 

➢ Unique number assigned to the case; 

➢ List of items received with short description; 

➢ Results of the analysis; and 

➢ Signature of the analysis. 

The evidentiary part of a typical laboratory report can be very brief; for example, a 

laboratory report for the analysis of a bag of marijuana might read: “received one 

sealed plastic bag containing 25.5 gram of green-brown plant material. The material 

was identified as marijuana.” Why do forensic scientists write such unscientific 

reports? One could argue that providing a full report, with error rates, complete 

procedures, and supporting data would simply provide the adversarial party with 

ammunition with which to attack the scientists in a court of law. On the other hand, 

however, a full disclosure of laboratory examination is desirable and necessary for 

justice to be served. Some scholars and scientific academics suggest that forensic 

reports should take lesson from the private business reporting and write a complete 

report which includes an executive summary for police, lawyers, and judges (Siegel, 

2011:27). 

Shaler (2012:570) suggests that there should be a written procedure for taking and 

maintaining casework notes used to support conclusions drawn during a forensic 

examination in each forensic laboratory, outlining the minimum requirements to be 

included in the examination report, including, but not limited to: 

➢ Case identifier; 

➢ Description of evidence examined; 

➢ Description of the used technology; 

➢ Result and/or conclusions; 

➢ Disposition of evidence; and 

➢ Signature and tittle of person accepting responsibility for the content of the 

report. 
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Miller and Whitehead (2017:8), adds by saying that almost all forensic reports contain 

the most basic information regarding an analysis and examination results, these 

include the following:  

➢ Identifying agency requesting the examination (name, address and phone 

number); 

➢ Case style (case number, name, type); 

➢ Items submitted for examination (listed as “Q” for questioned or unknown and 

“K” for known); 

➢ Request (specifically citing what is to be done to the evidence); 

➢ Procedure (a narrative explaining what was done to the evidence and how it 

was examined); 

➢ Summary of examination (what was done to the evidence and what was 

found); 

➢ Opinion (an explanation of the results and the opinion of the expert about the 

evidence); and 

➢ Signature and identification of the examiner. 

Karson and Nadkarni (2013:23) advocate that a forensic report should not only be 

written in a first person, but also in a specific voice. The forensic report writer must 

present his/her credentials and insignia that inspire trust in the relevant audience, and 

these must be revealed in a manner that does not overplay or underplay the actual 

forensic report content. Some practitioners attach a copy of their curriculum vitae to 

the report. In some jurisdictions, a timely disclosure of the expert’s qualification to the 

other party is required if the expert is going to testify. With this information at hand, the 

author’s credentials should form part of the composition of a forensic report. Forensic 

reports may be long as they need to be to convey the writer’s main ideas and to link 

those ideas to the evidence that supports them. Long reports should be substantial 

and comprehensive for the sake of credibility and to avoid ridicule for brevity or 

prolixity. Brief reports may inadvertently communicate that the author did not take the 

task seriously; long reports may inadvertently communicate that author knows more 

about the subject than it is possible to know (Karson & Nadkarni, 2013:34). 

It should be remembered that except for a politically motivated prosecution, the court 

will always strive to find the truth of an accusation on dispute, and it is the job of a 

forensic scientist to help the court to come to a correct conclusion by providing as 
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much as possible the objective evidence as is available. It can never be emphasised 

enough that forensic evidence should never be partisan because such may lead to 

corruption and a discrediting of all evidence and facts in a forensic report (Wall, 2009: 

x). 

Butt (2013:207) indicates that although a forensic report may be long if content 

dictates, authors should guard against over defining.  Over defining bedevils legal 

reports. The report becomes and unwieldy, resulting in the reader constantly jumping 

from one substantive provision to another. Over defining has been cursed on plain 

language movement in law. Plain language aims at economy of writing, thus ordinary 

words used in their ordinary sense should not need definition. Excessively long and 

detailed definitions can be counter-productive. Stretched definitions impair 

communication between the writer and the reader. They are also an easy source of 

ridicule. The writer should not confuse the reader, but rather convince the reader. 

The participants were asked the following question: “What information do you think is 

not important in the content of the forensic report?” Thirty-nine (39) (82,97%) of the 

participants said that all the content of the forensic report were important and 

necessary to be included in the report, whereas 8 (17,02%) of the participants who are 

the most senior participants in terms of experience and years of service indicated that 

aspects such as personal curriculum vitae, textbook theory, technical jargons, 

footnotes, and list of references were not important and should not be part of the 

forensic report. Furthermore, all but one participant confirmed that there is an SOP on 

report writing at their respective Sections, and 43 (91,48%) participants indicated that 

the current SOP does meet the requirements of the court of law. Only 4 (8,51%) 

participants did not think that the current SOP fully meet the legal requirement, and 

one participant did not know. 

2.8 THE FILING OF A FORENSIC REPORT 

All professional organisations should have a system of filing their reports to maintain 

uniformity and consistent standard. This will make it easy to retrieve such reports in 

case they are to be used at a later stage (Bellengere, Palmer, Theophilopoulos, 

Whitcher, Roberts, Melville, Picarra, Illsley, Nkutha, Naudé, Van der Merwe, & Reddy, 

2013:323). 
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Bellengere et al., (2013:324), further state that SAPS police docket is divided into three 

main parts, namely: section “A” (used for filing complainant and witness statements), 

section “B” (for memoranda and correspondences) and section “C” (for investigation 

diary), which are mainly used to file different documents pertaining to the case 

dockets.  

The article “Digital forensics offering more possibilities to convict criminals” (Kempen, 

2017:68), also confirms that a police docket is divided into three sections, namely 

section “A”, “B” and “C”. Section “A” contains all complainants and witness statements. 

The First Information of Crime (FIC) also referred to as “A1” is filed in this section. 

Section “B” contains all the relevant correspondence such as covering minutes, while 

section “C” contains the investigation diary. 

2.9 TRAINING AND QUALIFICATIONS OF FORENSIC ANALYSTS 

Training and qualifications of the forensic analysts are the most crucial aspects in the 

realisation of the objective to produce a sound and factual forensic report that can be 

able to withstand the legal scrutiny in the legal system. Until recently, there were few 

colleges and universities that offered degrees in forensic science. An individual would 

obtain a chemistry or biology degree and if they entered or get hired at the forensic 

laboratory, would become a forensic scientist. Many QDE, fingerprints specialists and 

firearm examiners began their careers in the police departments or the military. The 

training received was on-the-job and the quality of the teaching varied according to the 

expertise of the examiner who was facilitating the training (Clair, 2002:94). Forensic 

scientists can be found in a wide range of occupations. Although such experts may 

also be sworn law enforcement officers, they are most often civilians who, through 

their specialised training and experience, are involved in the CJS. These experts 

provide a wide range of expertise and assistance to investigation of crime, as 

investigation is often dependant on forensics. Forensic science deals with examining 

physical evidence to answer legal question (Hess, Orthmann & Cho, 2018:268). 

Foster (2010:203) believes that training is the key to success in all forensic disciplines, 

quality management and operational processes approach. Relevant training should 

include managerial training, cross-functional skills, and documentation training. Many 

laboratories employ entry level forensic scientists (analysts) after completing a 

bachelor’s degree mostly in chemistry, biology, physics, or forensic science. Course 
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work in mathematics, a public speaking course, criminal justice courses, writing and 

logic course are also valuable because they prepare forensic scientists on different 

aspects of forensic careers that are not purely scientific, such as testifying in court. 

Although an undergraduate degree provides sufficient foundation for entry level, on 

the job training will provide most of the useful skills required on day-to-day forensic 

work (James & Nordby, 2009:247). 

Accredited laboratories are required to have written training manuals for each Section 

of the laboratory and for each specific examination type handled within the Section. 

The training will generally be supervised by an experienced forensic scientist, and it 

usually takes months to complete. An important part of the training includes 

reanalysing of previously adjudicated cases, past proficiency tests, and other 

simulated material. Most likely, a forensic trainee will graduate to independent 

casework forensic scientist after demonstrating competency and successful 

completion of proficiency test (James & Nordby, 2009:247). 

James and Nordby (2009:247) believe that accreditation and certification require that 

forensic scientists be provided an opportunity to continue their education by attending 

forensic meetings, training courses, and seminars, in addition to in-house training. The 

most beneficial aspect of attending meetings and seminars is meeting other forensic 

scientists and sharing experiences and best practices which will be used for 

improvement and to archive standardisation of method and techniques, including 

forensic reporting as well as exchanging ideas and learning about other approaches 

to casework. Reading of newly published forensic journals and general scientific books 

are other important aspect of continuing education program. Saferstein (2011:690) 

concurs and adds by saying that the minimum educational requirement for a forensic 

criminalistics is a bachelor’s degree in science such as chemistry, biology, physics, or 

molecular biology. Dutelle (2017:5) agrees by citing that typically, a forensic scientist 

will have a four-year degree in chemistry, biology, or another applied science. The 

forensic scientists also participate in continuing education courses throughout their 

career to remain current and relevant with the ever-changing technology and 

procedures in the field of science. 

All the participants who participated in this study had at least a level 6 qualification in 

terms of the National Qualification Framework (NQF).  Twenty-seven (27) out of 47 
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(57,44%) participants had a Chemistry related qualification, while 20 (42,55%) 

participants had law related qualifications (forensic investigations (3), policing (5), 

criminology (7) and law (2). Three (3) of the participants were in possession of Quality 

Management qualifications. This information was solicited from the participants by 

means of a question (what academic qualification do you have?) which appear on the 

interview schedule. The qualifications of the DFS forensic analysts are by large, in line 

with those of the international forensic practitioners. Over and above the academic 

qualifications that the forensic analysts have, all the 47 participants have received the 

internal training pertaining to their field of expertise and were all found competent. The 

training includes amongst others the theoretical part of forensic science, utilisation of 

various specialised equipment and giving testimony in the court of law. 

Girard (2018:33) highlights that a forensic scientist must be a “jack of all trades” when 

it comes to the field of science. In particular, the forensic scientist needs the basic 

knowledge in the following scientific fields: 

➢ Physics: Ballistics, explosion dynamics, fluid viscosity, and dust impression 

lifting; 

➢ Chemistry: Arson investigation, chemical decomposition of matter, and soil 

analysis; 

➢ Biology: Genetics fingerprinting, biological decomposition, and DNA analysis; 

➢ Geology: Soil samples; and  

➢ Statistics: Statistical relevance of composition tests that can stand up to 

cross-examination in court. 

 

Although many of these tasks will be carried out by the trained specialists, having a 

basic understanding of each discipline ensures that forensic analysts will not make 

mistakes in handling, preparing, and analysing evidence. The basic and general 

knowledge of all other forensic disciplines will ensure that the forensic analyst is best 

suited to refer a specific case to its relevant laboratory for examination without delay. 

After an employee (forensic scientist) is hired, a significant factor in their development 

is training. A general training program must be developed for all new recruits. The 

training program should cover all administrative, safety, and quality assurance 

processes at the laboratory. It should be general enough for clerical as well as 



63 
 

technical employees. Some of the aspects to be addressed are safety orientation, 

understanding of policies, evidence handling, proper transfer protocols, accreditation 

requirements, contamination controls, and technical knowledge and skills to perform 

the required and expected duties. The training goals should be clear and specific. A 

training goal for a new forensic scientist should go beyond completing casework 

independently, but it should include relevant skills, knowledge, and abilities to 

understand the legal framework pertaining to the field of work (Clair, 2002:48). 

Each Section of the DFS has its own SOP on case file compilation which addresses 

the filing of the forensic reports. There is standardisation in terms of report filling at the 

DFS, each Section files the report in a different section of the case file and some 

Sections keep changing the SOP. For instance, QDS files the forensic report under 

section B of the case file, while Ballistics files its forensic reports under section A of 

the case file. The DFS has designated members responsible for administering training 

to the analysts. These trainers fall within the Quality Component under facilitation and 

development are place across various Sections to ensure that members are trained 

on the specific job skills. The internal training is over and above the general 

requirements of an academic qualification as a forensic analyst. 

2.10 FUNCTIONS OF THE FORENSIC ANALYSTS 

According to Girard (2011:36), forensic scientist performs several duties both inside 

and outside the laboratory environment, including but not limited to: recognition of 

physical evidence; documentation of the crime scene and the evidence; collect, 

preserve, inventory, package, and transport physical evidence; analysis of the physical 

evidence; interpret the results of the analysis; report the results of the analysis; and 

present expert testimony in the court of law and other proceedings. It should be noted 

that it is not the duty of a forensic scientist to determine guilt, innocence, or to 

otherwise investigate the crime. The scientist’s obligation is the proper analysis, 

interpretation of submitted evidence, and providing a forensic report on such matters 

to the detective for final determination on the investigative value of the evidence 

(Dutelle, 2017:5). 
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2.10.1 Laboratory and court duties 

The functions of a forensic analyst were also highlighted in the court ruling of Daubert 

v. United States6 which established that experts are required to testify on any 

presented evidence in a grand jury trial. Prior to this case, the Frye case had 

established a “general acceptance” ruling simply requiring the methods of analysis to 

have a general acceptance within the scientific community. The admissibility of 

scientific reports raises few evidential issues; sometimes the forensic report is used in 

conjunction with expert testimony, either to refresh recollection or as recorded 

recollection (Conroy, 2010:295). Furthermore, Brannick (2015:14) is of the view that 

in addition to the traditional duties of a forensic analyst of examining the forensic 

evidence in the laboratory, the analysts has to; (a) present information (in a forensic 

report and in the court of law) in a logical sequence, (b) to determine and apply a 

suitable report structure which best suit a particular case, (c) ensure that the 

information conveyed is understood in a manner that it is intended to be understood, 

(d) build the reputation of the organisation he/she represent by adhering to a 

professional conduct at all times, (e) market the services of the laboratory, and (f) 

educate the court on the field of his/her expertise. 

The functions of the forensic analysts at the SAPS FSL, include amongst others the 

attendance of a forensic examination training upon appointment, collection and 

analysis of forensic evidence, compiling the forensic reports, presenting evidence in 

the court of law, conducting forensic awareness to the relevant stakeholders, 

consultation with the investigating officers and the prosecutors, conducting internal 

training to the new forensic recruit, and attending, preservation of the crime scene and 

any other relevant duties of a forensic analysts as outlined in the Performance 

Enhancement Plan (PEP) and the Job description of each forensic scientist. In 

addition, the forensic scientists perform the following duties as outlined by the SAPS 

National Instruction 1 of 2015 on Crime Scene Management (SAPS, 2015): 

2.10.2 Crime Scene Management 

In terms of the SAPS (2015), the Divisional Commissioner, DFS must: (a) develop and 

maintain directives for crime scene processing, including development of standards 

and specifications for the required equipment, consumables and reagents used for 

 
6 Daubert v United States. U.S. 579(1993) 
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crime scene processing. (b), Ensure that Crime Scene Examiners (CSE) from the DFS 

undergo competency before working independently on crime scenes, and (c), ensure 

that CSE attend all crime scenes which they are called upon to provide their expertise. 

Paragraph 2 of the National Instruction (SAPS, 2015) outlines the following duties of 

the Crime Scene Examiner (CSE) (also known as the forensic analyst) as follows: 

The CSE must: (a), attend to the additional actions applicable to the crime scene 

procession team, (b), determine responsibility with regard to the exhibits gathered and 

maintain the exhibit logbook and ensure that a copy is provided to the crime scene 

Commander or the responsible Investigating Officer, (c), decide on a procedure to be 

followed with evidence gathered after initial investigation, (d), ensure that the crime 

scene report is compiled, (e) determine any further analysis required on the collected 

evidence, and (f), determine tasks to be performed at a later stage. 

The SAPS National instruction 1 of 2015 (SAPS, 2015) makes specific mention of the 

chain of custody which is one of the most critical aspects of the report and for the 

integrity of the exhibits. Chain of custody is defined as the chronological and careful 

documentation of evidence to establish its connection to an alleged crime. From the 

beginning to the end of the forensic process, it is crucial to be able to demonstrate 

every single step undertaken to ensure traceability and continuity of the evidence from 

the crime scene to the courtroom. The forensic analyst or the CSE should ensure that 

chain of custody is well maintained at the crime scene to maintain the integrity of the 

evidence and documented in the forensic report for future reference. 

2.10.3 Forensic awareness 

In South Africa, the forensic analysts are also responsible for conducting the forensic 

awareness amongst various audience and the career exhibitions to attract talent and 

promote forensic science as a career choice to the students in various academic 

institutions. Amongst whom the forensic awareness is administered to, are the 

detectives, magistrates and judges, court interpreters, and the public at large. For 

example, forensic awareness has been part of the Rand Easter Show (RES) in 

Gauteng, Pietermaritzburg Royal Show (PRS) in KZN and many other exhibitions in 

the country over the years, where members of the public are exposed to the functions 

and the duties of the forensic science and other disciplines that participate in such 

annual events. During these events, pamphlets and promotional gifts are handed out 
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to the audience, which includes amongst others the key rings, vehicle licence disc 

holders, pens, bags, mugs, photo frames, and other items of value. 

As a matter of practical experience, the researcher was involved in awareness 

campaigns involving facilitating a commercial-forensic training to the commercial 

crime detectives at the SAPS colleges and training centres. Furthermore, the 

researcher conducted schedules awareness to the National Prosecution Authority’s 

prosecutors as collaboration between the DFS and the NPA. The forensic awareness 

is conducted by competent and experienced members of the DFS from various 

Sections to present and represent their field of expertise and to answer questions that 

may be posed by the audience. In some instances, a demonstration of the forensic 

duties and activities is displayed for the benefit of the audience. The demonstrations 

are conducted in accordance with the health and safety protocols. 

2.11 SUMMARY 

The credibility of a forensic science and its related profession depends on the 

confidence the public has in the reliability and accuracy of the work done and reported 

on through a scientific forensic report. The responsibility of compiling a scientific 

forensic report includes, amongst other, paying close attention to details to accurately 

communicate the findings in an objective, reliable and accurate manner. A forensic 

scientist reports the findings of the observations and testing procedures performed on 

the evidence of a case. In each case, the forensic reports must be thorough, straight 

forward, and accurate. Objectivity and ethics also are key elements to all forensic 

reports (Brown & Davenport, 2012:41). Manamela and Mokwena (In Zinn & Dintwe, 

2019:132) highlight that a statement or a report needs to follow a specific structure so 

that facts can be stated in a logical manner. If the person taking a statement or the 

author follows a logical sequence, the statement will most likely include all the 

elements and aspects needed to be part of such report or statement. The structure of 

the statement is, often, divided into the preamble, the content or the body, the 

conclusion and the oath or affirmation. In addition to a well-structured narrative, an 

effective report exhibits several other characteristics, which generally fall into one of 

two areas: content, which is what is said and form or structure, which is how it is 

written. The content of an effective forensic report is factual, accurate, objective, and 

complete. The form or structure of a well written report is concise, clear, grammatically, 

and mechanically correct and written in Standard English. An effective forensic report 
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is also organised into paragraphs and written in the past tense, using the first person 

and active voice.  

And finally, a well written report is audience focused, legible and submitted on time. 

The author should always be considerate of who the audience is. As the diversity of 

possible readers of police reports and given these varied background and individuals 

with limited familiarity with law enforcement and legal terminologies, the necessity for 

audience-focused reports becomes obvious. By keeping in mind this diverse audience, 

the author will be able to construct a reader-friendly report which is well and structured 

in a professional manner, taking into consideration the composition with which such 

report should conform to (Hess & Orthmann, 2010:75). 

Despite the various Sections of the DSF with varying exhibits and the examination 

types, the DFS has a single SOP for report writing which applies to all the Sections. 

This approach is problematic to an extent that according to some research 

participants, a single forensic report-writing SOP which is binding to all the Sections 

has several constraints and limitation in that it does not appreciate the varying and 

complexity of other exhibits received which require a free-format reporting. The varying 

views of the participants and literatures have assisted in understanding a broad 

structure and content of a forensic report, and further highlighted how the DFS could 

best review and improve its reporting in line with the legal framework of the country 

and to best address the needs and expectations of its client, the court of law. 
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CHAPTER THREE: STANDARDISATION AND INTERNATIONAL BEST 

PRACTICES IN COMPILING FORENSIC REPORTS 

3.1 INTRODUCTION  

The FS provides state of the art services to the criminal justice community. The 

interdisciplinary and scientific nature of laboratories requires strong leadership ability 

to manage complex issues, often in adversarial settings. Many laboratories 

professional standards contain specific language about the authority and resources 

that forensic leaders need to perform their job. Yet, there are serious obstacles to 

overcome, such as fiscal constraints, limited resources and the standardisation of 

forensic methods and techniques amongst different disciplines. Forensic managers 

face difficult leadership challenges given laboratory resource limitations and 

constraints (Dale & Becker, 2015:1).    

Conroy (2010:127) contends that forensic science profession consists of a multitude 

of organisations with a variety of goals, interests, and locations. One of the ways that 

such an overarching profession can exist is through the development of standards. 

These standards themselves range from documents such as ethical codes to 

analytical methods to administrative descriptions, each standard encompassing 

aspect of the field it serves. All these standards are important and most modern 

forensic companies and practitioners recognise this fact, making standardisation 

easier.  

The need for standardisation and the adoption of the international best practice within 

the forensic science disciplines is paramount to establish and set out methods to 

streamline their approach to conduct the forensic analysis and reporting of their results 

in a more professional and consistent manner. In several forensic disciplines, forensic 

science professionals have yet to establish either validity of their approach or the 

accuracy of their conclusions found in forensic reports, and the courts have been 

utterly ineffective in addressing this problem. For a variety of reasons including the 

rules governing the admissibility of forensic evidence, the applicable standards 

governing appellate review of trial court decisions, the limitations of the adversary 

process, and common lack of scientific expertise among judges and lawyers who must 

try to comprehend and evaluate forensic evidence. The legal system is ill-equipped to 

correct the problems of the forensic science community (Shelton, 2011:131). The 
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Forensic Quality Services (FQS) is a non-profit corporation established by the National 

Forensic Science Technology Centre (NFSTC) in 2003. NFSTC is the third in the 

series of companies that provide quality systems support to the forensic science and 

that can trace their origin to the American Society of Crime Laboratory Directors 

(ASCLD). The most significant contribution of the FQS to quality assurance in the 

forensic sciences is from its standardisation and accreditation programs, and the 

compliance with the SABS standards for testing laboratories. One of its objectives is 

to promote standardisation of process and the reporting of forensic results (Tilstone, 

Savage & Clark, 2006:161). 

Quality in a forensic laboratory is better described as obtaining as much information 

as possible from the available evidence, doing it as accurately as possible, and 

reporting the results and conclusions objectively and accurately. The ultimate judge of 

the quality of forensic report issued by the forensic laboratory is the court of law in 

which the forensic scientists submit and present their result, either by means of a 

forensic report or court testimony. It is therefore the responsibility of the individual 

forensic scientist working in a forensic laboratory and the management of such 

laboratory to ensure that the highest possible standard of forensic reporting is 

maintained (Clair, 2002:93). 

The SAPS forensic laboratory is not yet accredited, however, there are measures in 

place to achieve the accreditation through the implementation of the internal 

processes, which includes amongst others, the standardisation of the forensic 

processes and methods by ensuring that policies and SOP’s are developed and 

successfully implemented and followed. Scheduled internal and external audits are 

conducted to ensure compliance to the policies and SOP’s and to address available 

challenges identified. Despite not being accredited, the SAPS forensic laboratory has 

adopted an international laboratory best practice in its processes, including but not 

limited to the forensic report writing, which is aimed at providing the best possible 

forensic service to CJS. 

Laboratory reports have a clearly specified format, and much of report writing is a bit 

like painting by numbers whereby the writer just fill in the blanks with the required 

information. The standardised format of the laboratory report is based on the format 
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used by the academics when publishing their findings in academic journals (Field & 

Hole, 2006:301). 

A recent report on forensic science by the NAS focused one of its recommendations 

on the need for standardising the format of forensic science laboratory case reports. 

These reports range from the very comprehensive to little more than a recitation of 

what was received and the results of the analysis with no information about what tests 

were run and what their limitation are (Houck & Siegel, 2010:595). 

Forensic report writing is a global phenomenon, and countries compile forensic reports 

based on the requirements of their applicable justice system. With a view to 

benchmark and to align forensic report writing with international standards, an 

overview of international best practice in the standardisation of forensic report writing 

is hereby explored. 

3.2 OVERVIEW OF INTERNATIONAL BEST PRACTICES IN THE 

STANDARDISATION OF FORENSIC REPORT WRITING 

To standardise and adopt the best laboratory practice within the DFS, especially in 

forensic report writing, the DFS need to explore what other countries and professional 

bodies are following in terms of the standardisation and best practice on forensic report 

writing. The following countries and states were explored: 

3.2.1 Los Angeles 

An evaluation of the forensic report issued by the Los Angeles (LA) forensic 

department has revealed that LA has a concise forensic report which consist of the 

crucial information such as (a) the title of the report, (b) the case identification number, 

(c) background of the case, (d) date of the case examination, (e) the condition of the 

exhibits, (f) summary of the conclusions, and the (g) name of the forensic examiner 

(Wilson, 2010:112).  

3.2.2 Australia and New Zealand 

The Australia New Zealand Policing Advisory Agency (ANZPAA) and the National 

Institute of Forensic Science (NIFS) have embarked on research and innovation 

strategy and roadmap project aimed at outlining research priorities for forensic science 

in Australia and New Zealand. The roadmap will have a view to forensic science in 

2030 and will assist ANZPAA and NIFS, amongst others, in preparing each of the 
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forensic science disciplines for the future by tailoring research to the identified needs 

of the community. Furthermore, the outcome of the strategy will improve the service 

that forensic science provides to the policing and intelligence environment through the 

standardised forensic reports across all forensic disciplines. One of the main 

objectives of this project is to streamline the forensic reporting to the relevant role 

players in a manner that best address their expectations and needs in a simpler 

manner (De Grazia, 2016:38). 

ANZPAA highlighted that it is important that forensic analysts who write reports have 

a good understanding of the process of forensic report writing and behave in an ethical 

and professional manner. With a view to achieve this objective, a guideline on forensic 

report writing was developed. A forensic report guideline was introduced aimed at 

providing an update of the principles of forensic report writing, and to guide junior 

forensic analysts within the forensic arena on forensic report writing. Amongst other 

crucial aspects in the content of forensic report are: 

➢ Address of the forensic laboratory  

➢ The case identifiers 

➢ Full description of the item 

➢ Identification of the forensic analyst 

➢ Analyses outcome 

The success of its objective would be evaluated by the uniformity of the forensic 

reports and the conformity to the guidelines in reducing the deviation from the norm 

(De Grazia, 2016:47). 

3.2.3 People’s Republic of China 

The People’s Republic of China has managed to achieve the standardisation of the 

forensic reports in its various forensic disciplines. Not only has the Chinese managed 

to standardise their forensic reports, but all the forensic laboratories are almost 

identical in terms of structural architecture, which makes it easier for the forensic 

analysts to be transferred and effectively integrate with ease at any forensic laboratory 

within the country. An evaluation of the forensic reports issues by the Chinese 

authorities has revealed that the content of the forensic report is characterised by the 

following main components: (a) the report title, (b) the case reference number, (c) the 

name of the forensic analysts, (d) the laboratory and the address where the analysts 
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is based, (e) the exhibits received, (f) condition of the exhibits, (g) examination 

conducted, and (i) the examination results. It is also worth mentioning that all the 

forensic laboratories are headed by a senior person with the academic qualification of 

a Doctoral level and majority of the analysts do possess a master’s degree in either 

Chemistry or Forensic Science (French, 2018:366). 

Contrary to the practice in South Africa, the DFS does not necessarily appoint people 

in management positions based on qualifications, but rather other criteria such as 

years of service and experience. The participants revealed that the appointment of top 

management is crucial in the achievement of standardisation of forensic reports and 

other activities in the scientific field. It was further revealed that academic qualifications 

are prerequisite on the entry level appointment as a forensic analyst with specific 

speciality in the field of examination that one is to be appointed on. However, the 

requirements for further promotions within the system, especially to the management 

positions, is not much based on academic qualifications which at times, create a 

situation whereby subordinates are more qualified than their seniors. This practice is 

said to have a potential of elevated conflicts of ideas and some managers resorting to 

using their positions rather than reason, to get things done. 

3.2.4 United Kingdom 

Clair (2002:102) indicates that few of the forensic laboratories in the European 

countries are accredited by their national accreditation bodies. It is a policy of the 

European Network of Forensic Science Institute (ENFSI) that member laboratories 

should be moving towards accreditation, but there is no set time frame to achieve the 

accreditation objective. The United Kingdom Accreditation Service (UKAS) is 

responsible for accrediting forensic laboratories to ISO 17025 and ISO 9001. 

The ENFSI further outlines those forensic reports issued by its member laboratories 

should conform to minimum requirements for the inclusion of certain critical 

information in the content of forensic report. This information includes amongst others 

the (a) unique case details, (b) forensic analysts’ details, (c) equipment used, and (d) 

the findings made. Additionally, the forensic analysts who are employed by the 

forensic laboratories that are members of the ENFSI are encouraged to be affiliated 

to the accredited forensic bodies and be certified. Amongst the responsibilities of the 

accreditation bodies are to: 
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➢ Review and verification of the applicant’s education and experience 

➢ Assessment of competency by an examination of the knowledge, skills, and 

abilities to perform forensic duties in the relevant discipline 

➢ The assessment of ethical and professional standards of the applicant 

➢ The maintenance of certification and recertification process that considers 

continuing competency, continuing education, work experience and ethical 

standards. 

The ENFSI is of the view that the certification of the forensic analysts by the accredited 

forensic bodies will have a positive impact in guiding the forensic analyst’s moral and 

professional conduct in adhering to the required SOP in the forensic laboratories 

(Clair, 2002:105). 

3.2.5 Colorado State 

Grisso (2015:321) is of a view that the aim of a forensic report is to inform and influence 

the decision of the court of law. As a result, greater care must be taken in writing a 

forensic report. In doing so, the following errors were used in Colorado forensic 

department to discuss best practices in forensic report writing, (a) failure to answer the 

referral question, (b) report organisation problems, (c) language problem, (d) inclusion 

of irrelevant data, (e) over reliance on a single source of data, (f) improper use of test 

method, (g) failure to consider an alternative hypothesis, and (h) opinion without 

sufficient explanation. The purpose of highlighting these errors was to provide as much 

information as possible needed to improve forensic report writing. Critical errors 

identified are hereby further elaborated: 

➢ Answering referral question 

All forensic reports are written to provide information to the reader. To do this best, the 

writer must consider who requested report and for what purpose, who might read the 

report and the best possible way to address and meet the request of the client. The 

forensic report must withstand the possible high scrutiny from both the attorneys and 

the presiding officer. As a result, it is crucial to write the report in a manner that 

anticipates critical and rigorous scrutiny in the court of law. One way of doing this is to 

ensure that every word used in the report is meaningful and materially relevant to the 

subject matter. In a forensic report, a referral question is often very specific; the report 
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should address the referral question completely, without addressing any additional and 

irrelevant issues (Grisso, 2015:326). 

➢ Organisational problems 

The first consideration when organising a forensic report is the purpose of the report. 

The report should be formatted to best fit the needs of the reader without deviating 

from the writer’s organisational norms and standards. The forensic report usually has 

multiple audiences; hence it should be structured in a manner that is clear and easily 

understood by all parties. This means that the report will likely need to be written so 

that the layperson can understand the material facts presented. In addition, the report 

should be self-sufficient; the reader should not need to refer to other documents to 

understand how the findings were reached (Grisso, 2015:326). 

➢ Language problems 

Grisso (2015:327) believes that while the content of the report should be the most 

important, the clarity and credibility of such report are often impeded by the problems 

associated with the use of language. Language problems is characterised by two main 

issues, namely the overuse of acronyms and the use of technical jargon. Although the 

use of common acronyms relating to a specific field of expertise might be easily 

understood by those in the field, it is often not so with other professionals from other 

sectors and the laypersons who read the report.  Where possible, it should be avoided 

to make use of acronyms and technical jargons in the forensic report as such may 

distort the purpose with which the report is intended to achieve, resulting in the 

audience being misinformed and confused. In addition, poor writing style and lack of 

clarity can additionally impede readability. Clarity is most easily achieved by writing in 

short sentences and avoiding overly complex words and phrases. Clarity is achieved 

by explaining something in a manner that could be understood by a layperson. 

➢ Inclusion of irrelevant data 

The content of a forensic report should at all material times be comprised of relevant 

useful information and data necessary for the persuasion of the court to come to a 

credibly and informed decision. In confiding to the relevant data, the writer should be 

guided by the request made by the client and confine himself to address what which 
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has been asked of him, without a temptation of including irrelevant data. When 

struggling to determine which information should be included or eliminated, one should 

remember that the goal of the report is to answer the referral question or the request 

by the client (Grisso, 2015:327). 

➢ Opinions without sufficient explanation 

Grisso (2015:329) further submit that the more experienced the report writer is, the 

more accurate the opinion is likely to be. However, even the most accurate opinion or 

the finding loses some validity if its origin or the basis with which it was derived cannot 

be sufficiently explained. Forensic findings or opinions are inarguably the most 

important section of the forensic report. While the sections on data presentation lay 

the foundation, the finding is the purpose of the report as without a finding, the referral 

question cannot be answered. The writer should also guard against a temptation to 

offer an opinion or to make a finding on matters outside his or her area of competence 

and specialisation. The basis of a report finding should be supported by relevant 

expertise and relevant qualifications on the subject matter. 

3.3 STANDARDISATION OF FORENSIC METHODOLOGIES AND 

EXAMINATIONS IN THE FORENSIC LABORATORY SERVICE 

Britz (2013:363) indicates that due to the inexperience of legislative authorities and 

incompetency of judicial estimate, law enforcement authorities must establish a 

standard of accreditation and expertise of forensic methodologies and examiners. 

Many national and international organisations produce standards to encourage 

uniformity and standardisation in, for example, the use of units of measurement, 

scientific report and the content, layout, and preparation of other documents. Many 

organisations work to standards and require their suppliers to produce and provide 

services conforming to the required standards (Barras, 2003:120). Shelton 

(2011:130), on the other side, argues that in a quest to curb the gap and challenges 

faced by the legal system and to address the issues of standardisation within the 

forensic disciplines, the emergence of the National Academy of Sciences (NAS) was 

formed. The NAS was, amongst other duties, tasked by its congress to: assess the 

present and future resource needs of the forensic service community; make 

recommendations for maximising the use of forensic technologies and techniques to  

solve crimes, and to protect the public; identify potential scientific advances that may 
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be used to assist the law enforcement through the application of forensic technologies 

and techniques to protect the public; make recommendations for programs that will 

increase the number of qualified forensic scientists to work in public forensic 

laboratories; disseminate best practices and guidelines concerning the collection and 

analysis of forensic evidence to ensure quality and consistency in the use of forensic 

techniques and technologies; determine and establish the role of forensic services in 

the CJS; and promote standardisation in the forensic techniques and reporting within 

the forensic community. In response to the NAS report regarding the standardisation, 

the American Academy of Forensic Sciences (AAFS) made an official “position 

statement” which stated that the AAFS emphasise, endorses and promote the 

following principles as outlined by Shelton (2011:132): all forensic service disciplines 

must have a strong scientific foundation; all forensic service laboratories should be 

accredited; all forensic service scientists should be certified; forensic reports and 

terminologies should be standardised; forensic scientists should be assiduously held 

to code of ethics; there should be a professional entity that governs and oversee the 

forensic field; and attorneys and Judges who work with forensic scientists and forensic 

evidence should have a strong awareness and knowledge of the scientific methods 

and the forensic service discipline. 

The organisation added that it would undertake its own validation studies, beginning 

with latent fingerprints identification and handwriting comparison analysis to address 

the NAS recommendations. The NAS and AAFS resolutions were also adopted and 

endorsed by the National Institute of Forensic Sciences (NIFS) which indicated that 

the successful implementation of the NAS recommendation could establish improved 

standardised best practices for forensic professionals and the SAPS FSL. 

3.3.1 Forensic laboratory services 

Shelton (2011:146) highlights that the NIFS has a full-time administrator and an 

advisory board with expertise in research and education, the forensic disciplines, 

physical and life sciences, forensic pathology, engineering, information technology, 

measurements and standards, testing and evaluation, law, public policy and national 

security which focuses on: establishing standards for mandatory accreditation of the 

FSL and certification of forensic scientists; promoting scholarly and scientific research; 

competitive peer-reviewed research  and technical development in the forensic service 

discipline; developing a strategy to improve forensic service research and educational 
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programs; overseeing education standards and the accreditation of forensic service 

programmes in colleges and universities; improving the understanding of forensic 

service disciplines and addressing the limitations within the CJS; assessing the 

development and introduction of new technologies in forensic investigations; including 

a comparison of new technologies with former ones; establishment of quality 

assurance and  quality control procedures to ensure the accuracy of forensic analysis 

and the work of forensic practitioners; and establishment of mechanisms to deal with 

forensic scientists who commit serious ethical violations. The major international 

accreditation programmes comply with the standards set out by the International 

Organisation for Standardisation in ISO 17025:2005. These standards are generic, but 

there are directives for acceptable practice in different industries. Chief among them 

is the International Laboratory Accreditation Cooperation (ILAC). An objective test is 

one that, having been documented and validated, is under control so that it can be 

demonstrated that all appropriately trained staff will obtain the same results within 

defined limits. The procedures used to ensure control and standardisation as outlined 

by Tilstone et al., (2006:225), includes: documentation of the test results; validation of 

the test methods; training and authorisation of the staff; maintenance of equipment; 

calibration of equipment; use of appropriate forensic reference material; provision of 

guidance for interpretation; checking the results; and testing of staff proficiency. If 

these rules are correctly applied, the standardisation of the laboratory systems can be 

achieved in various forensic disciplines, including but not limited to forensic reporting. 

Shaler (2012:571) is of the view that to achieve standardisation, laboratories should 

strive to participate in external proficiency testing. The best proficiency test is the one 

that mimics the real-world situation relating to the work and examination and 

technologies used on daily basis in a particular laboratory. For standardisation, 

procedure for tracking compliance and dealing with all proficiency tests should be 

made available. The following critical information should form part of the proficiency 

test notes; test-set identifier, identity of the examiner, date of analysis and completion, 

copies of all data and notes supporting conclusions, proficiency test results, any 

discrepancies, and corrective actions taken or required. All proficiency test participants 

should be informed of the final test results and such notification must be documented. 

The laboratory should use the external proficiency test provider, if available, as an 
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example and a mirror image of what they would like to archive, with a purpose to 

standardise its methods and procedures.  

3.3.2 Standardisation of forensic laboratory services 

Another critical aspect towards standardisation of the forensic laboratories, in 

particular the forensic reports, is accreditation and certification. In the USA, the 

American Society of Crime Laboratory Directors (ASCLD) handles accreditation of the 

crime laboratories in the United States. The ASCLD’s Laboratory Accreditation Board 

(ASCLD/LAB) developed a comprehensive set of requirements with which laboratories 

seeking accreditation must conform to. Each laboratory must complete an extensive 

application process that includes a comprehensive inspection, interviews with staff 

members, and review of all written procedures and quality assurance programs. 

Laboratory security and safety procedures are included in the inspection. Only after 

successfully meeting all the set requirements will the laboratory be issued with a 

certificate of accreditation (James & Nordby, 2009:245). 

For standardisation, the DFS has SOPs which are aimed at guiding the forensic 

analysts in report writing and many other aspects of forensics. The research 

participants were asked a question, “what do you think is the purpose of the SOP at 

your workplace”. The following aspects were prevalent in the responses of the 

participants, (a) to provide guidelines, (b) to ensure compliance, (c) to achieve 

standardisation and (e) for benchmarking purposes. The responses received from the 

participants indicate that the DFS analysts do know and understand what the purpose 

of the SOP is. The responses from the research participants are also supported by 

literature which, amongst others, make mention of the importance of SOPs in 

achieving standardisation and benchmarking. 

3.3.3 Laboratory examinations 

In a quest to benchmark with the best and to improve the forensic practice, the FSL 

has resorted to utilising the American proficiency testing system known as 

Collaborative Testing System (CTS), which is conducted by forensic analysts on an 

annual basis. These tests cover a range of forensic disciplines, which are practiced by 

the FSL. Collaborative Testing Service (CTS) is thus used as an external proficiency 

test which complement the internal testing conducted by the FSL laboratory with a 

view to achieve standardisation of all relevant forensic processes. This is one amongst 
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other activities taken by the laboratory to streamline and position itself for an 

international accreditation (James & Nordby, 2009:245). 

Clair (2002:95) is of the view that accreditation measures a laboratory or system of 

laboratory against a set of standards by sending a team to do an audit or inspection 

of the laboratory. If the laboratory or system is determined to meet the standards, the 

laboratory is recognised as able to carry out specific tasks. The accreditation is not a 

guarantee that every examination done by the laboratory will be complete and 

accurate; it is a statement that the laboratory can do complete and accurate work.  

Most accreditation programs have several requirements in common, including: an on-

site visit by a team of inspectors or auditors; the laboratory must have some kind of 

quality documents such as quality manual; the laboratory must have written 

procedures for any test that are done in the laboratory, and must be able to prove that 

those procedures are followed; staff members must be qualified for their positions and 

receive some type of on-going training and development; examiners and others who 

are involved in the examination of evidence must undergo proficiency testing; newly 

hired or trained members must undergo some type of competency test to indicate their 

mastery of their new duties; instrumentations and equipment must be adequate and 

within the calibration standards; case reports must be adequately reviewed before they 

are released; and the evidence must be safely handled and stored at all times and 

proper security measures must be (Wall, 2009:80).  

Dutelle (2017:144) adds that accreditation refers to the endorsement of a forensic 

laboratory’s policies and procedures. Accreditation is a sign of industry recognition and 

acceptance of the way the laboratory performs its forensic analyses. This is a 

necessary component of establishing credibility within the court system. Accreditation 

is an independent third-party assessment of a Forensic Science Service Provider 

(FSSP) which can consist of one or many forensic practitioners, quality, administrative 

and technical systems. 

Accreditation uses specific criteria and procedures based upon accepted standards to 

ensure the quality of the FSSPs management system by examining staff competence; 

training and continuing education; method validation; appropriateness of test methods; 

traceability of measurements and calibrations to national standards; testing 
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environment; documentations; sampling and handling of test items; and quality 

assurance of data including reporting results and proficiency tests. 

To qualify for accreditation, a forensic laboratory must meet minimum requirements 

set forth by the certifying authority. Several requirements must be met, but the 

following policies and programs are typical: 

➢ Develop a quality control manual – quality control measures within a 

laboratory ensure that analysis results meet a specified standard of quality 

and address the needs and expectations of the clients; 

➢ Develop a laboratory testing protocol – protocols are the steps and 

processes undertaken by the laboratory to ensure that correct tests are 

performed and that they are performed within accuracy and precision; 

➢ Develop quality assurance manual – quality assurance is a way of ensuring 

and verifying quality control, as well as providing for standardised methods of 

measurement. A laboratory’s quality assurance assessment measures are 

necessary to oversee, verify, and document the performance of the laboratory; 

➢ Develop a program for proficiency examination- proficiency testing is a 

measure for determining whether the individuals working in the laboratory and 

the laboratory are operating at an industry-established standard. For this 

testing process, a forensic practitioner is given a sample for which the 

analytical results are already known, and if the results of the subsequent 

analysis do not match up, then there is an identified problem within the 

laboratory analytical operation. Tests are given in one of two fashions, either 

blind (the forensic practitioner is not aware that a test examination is being 

issued) or known (the analyst is cognisant of the test examination and is free 

to consults any resource they deem necessary (Dutelle, 2017: 145). In some 

places, the law requires that the forensic laboratory be accredited for it to 

operate and provide service that can be relied upon. Some of the benefits of 

accreditation and standardisation that are generally cited by authorities in the 

field of forensic science include, but not limited to: the services and methods, 

such as procedures and forensic reports are standardised; the level of 

confidence on the part of employees is increased at work; improved control of 

operations; improved credibility with the clients; increased level of customer 

satisfaction; and major saving of money and time. 
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3.3.4 Accreditation of laboratories 

In the courtroom, for example, a forensic report that is received from an accredited 

laboratory with standardised methods is usually considered more accurate and reliable 

than that from a non-accredited laboratory. Furthermore, accreditation and 

standardisation can be a real source of pride of accomplishments for staff, and this 

pride often leads to improved morale, as they see that they have the same 

accreditation status as their peers, both national and international (Dale & Becker, 

2015: 283).  

Kruger, Ramphal and Maritz (2014:335) concur and further outline the following 

benefits of a standardised process in an organisation: the organisation is able to 

minimise the operational costs; an improved turn-around time can be easily achieved; 

standardisation of processes and activities has a potential of increasing the demand 

of the service rendered by a forensic organisation concerned; it leads to repeatability 

that guarantees that the process operates at maximum output; employees become 

more skilful and the productivity increases; standardisation further reduces the need 

for an extensive range of production equipment and methods; and increases the 

reliability and the validity of the output from an organisation. Dutelle (2017:144) 

highlights that the US Department of Justice reported that approximately 80% of 

publicly funded crime laboratories were accredited. Palmiotto (2013:132) stipulates 

that ASCLD has an accreditation board that has accredited approximately 20% of the 

US forensic crime laboratories since 1981. The objectives of the accreditation program 

include: the improvement of the quality of laboratory services provided to the CJC; to 

offer the general public and users of the laboratory services means of identifying 

facilities that meet accreditation criteria; to develop and maintain criteria that 

laboratories can use to assess their level of performance and strengthen their 

operation; and to provide an independent, objective system by which laboratory 

facilities can benefit from a total organisational review. Britz (2013:363) highlights the 

following important questions to be addressed by the forensic disciplines that need to 

achieve standardisation: can the techniques used to be empirically tested; have they 

(techniques) been subjected to peer review and publication; does the technique have 

the potential for a high rate of error; does the technique enjoy a general acceptance 

within the scientific community. 
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3.3.5 Standard Operation Procedures 

Although many organisations do have SOPs for report writing, with the view to achieve 

standardisation, there is, however, a lack of procedures to facilitate compliance to the 

said SOPs, particularly those in regional law enforcement agencies. This, therefore, 

results in disparities on how forensic reports are prepared or generated and presented 

to different stakeholders after an investigation process has been conducted. Hence, 

there is a need to develop and have in-place standardised procedures and 

specifications for preparing forensic reports, while taking into consideration the wide 

range of processes or disciplines of the forensic field. In addition, there must be sound 

system in place to ensure compliance and consequence management for violation of 

the standards (Karie & Venter, 2013:179). 

The SOPs should not only provide guidance but serve as an effective communication 

tool. When the message received is understood, there is communication. However, 

communication by itself is not necessarily effective communication. Effective 

communication means that the message is received, understood, and acted upon in 

a desired manner. It is the sender’s responsibility to ensure that there is effective 

communication by whatever means possible, including the use of SOPs (Steenkamp, 

2012:120). 

Organisations must strive towards standardisation of various aspects of their activities 

to achieve uniformity. These activities include report writing and examination process, 

amongst others. Standardisation has many benefits, of which one of them is the 

reduction of costs because of reduced wastage and time to redo one and the same 

activity. This benefit is in addition to a high reputational image within the profession 

and the attainment of an accreditation. When employees know what is expected of 

them and such is consistent with the applicable standards, they become more 

productive and focused on the organisational vision (Kruger et al., 2014:335).  

Conroy (2010:223) further cites that quality assurance is one of the main focuses in 

forensic science standardisation. The concept employs a “triangle of quality”. At its 

base is standardisation where the standard methods and practices of the field are 

represented. The other two sides consist of certification and standardisation. Certifying 

bodies require a standard of knowledge from which to develop their rules and 

examinations. Likewise, these bodies enhance standardisation by defining the 
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requisite prerequisite for certification. Similarly, accreditation is meaningless without 

standards provided to applicant organisations to communicate what is expected. 

3.4 THE CONFORMANCE OF A FORENSIC REPORT TO THE LEGAL 

REQUIREMENTS 

Miller and Whitehead (2011:12) indicate that in addition, most forensic reports in the 

United States of America adhere to Federal rule of court 26, which mandates that 

written reports should include the following information: all opinion to be expressed in 

court and the reasons thereof; the data or other information considered by the expert 

in forming opinion; any exhibits to be used as a summary or support for the expert 

opinion; qualifications of the expert, including a curriculum vitae and publications 

authored within the past ten years; any compensation paid for the examination and 

testimony; a listing of any other cases in which the expert has testified either at trial or 

deposition in the preceding four years. On evaluation of the forensic reports issued by 

the SAPS FS, in comparison to the requirements of the law (CPA) section 212(8)(a), 

it was discovered that all the forensic reports issued by the FSL do not comply with 

the requirement of the act. The Criminal Procedure Act (Act 51 of 1977), section 

212(8)(a) states that:  

“In criminal proceedings in which receipt……, a document purporting to be an affidavit 

made by any person who in that alleges- 

(i) That he or she is in service of the state….        

(ii) That he or she in the performance of his or her official duties- 

(aa) received from any person, institution, state department or body specified in 

the affidavit, a fingerprint of body-print, article of clothing, specimen, tissue or 

object described in the affidavit, which was packed or marked or, as the case may 

be, which he or she packed or marked in the manner described in the affidavit; 

(bb) delivered or dispatched to any person, institution, state department or body 

specified in the affidavit…, which he or she packed or marked in the manner 

described in the affidavit;  

Shall, upon the mere production thereof at such proceedings, be prima facie proof of 

the matter so alleged”. 
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It should be borne in mind that the strongest type of evidence is considered fact-based 

or evidence based, while opinions are considered the weakest form of evidence, if 

they are considered a type of evidence at all. Fact-based evidence presents a valid 

and strong argument that makes sense, and legally compelling. 

The Criminal Procedure Act, 1977 (Act 51of 1977) highlights that a witness in terms 

of section 212 should have personal experience of the case at hand in that he or she 

must have received and analysed the exhibits in question. The Biology Section has 

what is called reporting officers. The reporting officers are experienced forensic 

analysts whose duties, amongst others, include reporting or giving testimony in the 

court of law on cases which they have not personally analysed. Although this practice 

may be acceptable in the DFS, the law does not make provision for such to take place, 

thereby making such practice to be inconsistent with the law. 

In State v Paulsen7, the deponent failed to proof that he analysed the blood samples 

himself. Subsequently, the court ruled that section 212 does not allow the deponent to 

state or report on findings made by another person. The court further mentioned that 

to do so would amount to double hearsay which is, also inadmissible in terms of 

section 212 of the CPA. The court stressed that for the forensic report to be admissible; 

it should strictly and wholly comply with the requirements of section 212 of the CPA. 

In addition, the court found that the deponent of section 212 forensic report was not 

the only person who exercised certain functions regarding the specific sample, but 

several people were involved, and such people are not specified in the forensic report. 

It should further be noted that the deponent (reporting officer) is only interpreting the 

results (that is normally expressed in a statistical fashion) done by another forensic 

analyst. The use of reporting officers as practices by Biology Section is not a norm, 

and neither is it allowed in terms of section 212 of the CPA. The reporting officer 

reports on aspects dealt with by other forensic analysts, which amounts to hearsay 

evidence as opposed to direct evidence. Direct evidence is information provided by a 

person who has first-hand of facts, whereas hearsay evidence is information received 

from other people which cannot be substantiated. Hearsay evidence is also regarded 

 
7 The court ruled that reporting on matters or findings of someone else is inadmissible in view of the 
requirements of the CPA 51. Act 51 of 1977. As a result, the conviction of the accused was set aside and the case 
against the accused dismissed. 
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as rumours.  On the case at hand, the court discovered that the deponent failed to 

mention that he/she directly involved in the analysis of physical evidence concerned, 

and was skilled in the analysis of statistics, one of the sciences mentioned in the 

section 212. 

Regarding the polygraph testing, such activities are not sanctioned by the CPA and 

as such, the report issued for polygraph testing should not be regarded as forensic 

report in terms of section 212 of the CPA, rather an affidavit in terms of section 213 of 

the CPA. Furthermore, if this assertion is correct, polygraph testing should not form 

part of the FSL but the CR & CSM.  

3.5 CASE REVIEW AS A TOOL TO ENSURE HIGH QUALITY AND 

STANDARDISATION OF FORENSIC REPORTS 

Badenhorst (2010:35) defines peer review as a system of subjecting an author’s work 

to the scrutiny of others, usually an expert in the field. It is usually assumed that peer 

reviewers have a shared conception of what constitute quality and acceptable 

standard of report. Reviewers are expected to be honest and not to use the opportunity 

to squash off the colleagues’ work. Badenhorst (2010:36) further highlights those 

reviewers are chosen based on their qualifications and publication record and good 

reputation of their work, as a result, they are content experts and act as consultants in 

the discipline. 

 

According to Cargill and O’Connor (2004:74), peer review process assists the scientific 

community in assuring the quality and correctness of the forensic report before 

publication and used by wider audience. Peer reviewing is part of process of 

information into knowledge. The interaction between the peer reviewer and the author 

is part of collective sense-making process used to test that the new information is 

worth knowing and acting upon. The system of peer review does make several critical 

contributions to the standard of scientific research reporting and legal documents such 

as forensic reports. Cargill and O’Connor (2004:74) outline the importance of peer 

review as, but not limited to the following: 

➢ It confirms that the hypothesis has been tested appropriately; 

➢ Ensures that the results reported reflects the materials, methods, and analysis 

tools used; 
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➢ Confirms the strength of the results; 

➢ It ensures the standard used is appropriate 

➢ Checks the conformity to the acceptable standard; and 

➢ Advises the author about areas to be improved. 

3.6 REVIEW PROCESS 

Badenhorst (2010:37) believes that peer reviewers pick up deliberate attempts to 

fabricate or falsify reports findings. Badenhorst (2010:37) asserts that best reviewers 

were young, from reputable institutions and who did not know the identity of the author 

of the document they review. Although reviewer’s comments may be harsh, people 

who publish regularly find them valuable- it improves clarity and readability of the 

report and removes sources of confusion or misunderstanding. 

Hollister (2013:151) provides that peer review refers to the process by which 

manuscripts are submitted to a scholarly journal, and then distributed to subject 

experts on a review or editorial board for evaluation and commentary. The subject 

experts, who are peers in the profession or in a particular area of study, serve as 

reviewers, referees, and jurors; thus, the terms peer-reviewed, refereed, and juried. 

The role of the reviewer is to use their knowledge, experience, and expertise in a 

particular area of research or practice to evaluate manuscripts submissions as 

potential contributions to the field on which they serve. It is the responsibility of the 

reviewer to evaluate the overall quality of the submitted work in terms of relevance, 

scholarship, timeliness, noteworthiness, and even the writing style (Hollister, 

2013:163). In short, the reviewer has two main roles: to determine if the submitted 

work is suitable for publication and to improve the manuscript to make the work ready 

for publication (Hollister, 2013:186). 

Bailey (2011:93) argues that the writer should not only rely on the reviewer to check 

and identify mistakes for correction but should conduct a proof- reading of one’s work. 

Proof-reading means checking one’s own work for small errors that may make it more 

difficult for the reader to understand exactly what the author wants to say. Especially 

if there are multiple errors, even though they are all quite minor, the cumulative effect 

is very confusing. The word “proofreading” means checking any document to be sure 

it does not contain any errors in spelling, grammar, or content- proofreading is an 

acquired skill which takes practice before you develop an eye for catching all the errors 
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that can crop up in a document. It is also a process in that you can develop a series 

of steps to make the task both more effective and more efficient (Swain & Swain, 

2014:56). 

Generally, no document should be submitted without proofreading or peer review, and 

this applies to dissertations and reports. Some authors can proofread their own work, 

but this skill is relatively unusual. Most authors are too close to their work and when 

they proofread it, they tend to read what they are thinking rather than what is on the 

document. The best solution is to subject the forensic report to another competent 

person in the field who understands the technicalities of the field to proofread before 

publishing (Remenyi & Bannister, 2012:31). 

Remenyi and Bannister (2012:32) are of the opinion that proofreading is not the same 

as editing but is only involved in pointing out where errors are. It also assists in 

checking for the following: 

➢ Spelling mistakes; 

➢ Grammatical errors; 

➢ Unnecessary repetitions; 

➢ Incomplete sentences; 

➢ Punctuation problems; 

➢ Page numbering continuity; 

➢ Undefined acronyms and abbreviations; 

➢ Slangs; 

➢ Expletives; and 

➢ Errors in references. 

 

All scientists, including forensic scientists, must follow the scientific method to ensure 

the validity of their testing techniques and procedures. Scientists have an ethical 

responsibility to report their data and analysis accurately. Scientists’ scientific 

procedures must therefore be verified through peer review (Brown & Davenport 

2012:41). Case review is part of all accreditation programs and is an on-going process 

within the operations of forensic activities, especially casework. There are generally 

two types of review that are conducted in forensic laboratory- administrative review 

and technical review. These two types of reviews are not the same, but they are similar 
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and they both complement each other. None of them is superior to the other, and the 

implementation of one should not be used as a replacement for another (Clair, 

2002:95). 

3.6.1 Administrative review  

Administrative review is conducted on all forensic reports and casework to ensure that 

the forensic report is correct, consistent, and complete. ASCLD/LAB defines 

administrative review as a procedure to check for consistency of casework and 

forensic reports with laboratory policy, such as the report writing SOP and for editorial 

correctness. The individual conducting the administrative review will check items such 

as case numbers and spelling, and to ensure that all the necessary paperwork is 

included in the case file. Depending on the laboratory’s standard procedures, this 

review can be conducted by the author of the forensic report or a member of the 

laboratory’s administrative, supervisory or management staff (Clair, 2002:96). 

3.6.2 Technical review 

Technical review of case work and forensic reports is sometimes referred to as peer 

review, although the individual conducting the review does not have to be a peer or 

the author of the report. Technical review is conducted by a member who has sufficient 

knowledge, skills, and expertise of the discipline to verify compliance with the 

laboratory’s technical procedures and that the conclusions reached are supported by 

the examination of facts and are properly documented. The technical reviewer does 

not have to be an active examiner in the field of examination; they are often 

supervisors who are no longer doing casework but have had experience in the 

discipline for which they are doing technical review. The technical review includes a 

review of all case documentation, including reports, notes, and data obtained during 

the examinations. Some laboratories and accreditation systems require that two 

different individuals do the administrative review and the technical review; others allow 

one individual to do both reviews simultaneously (Clair, 2002:96). In terms of the 

American Society of Crime Laboratory Directors Laboratory Accreditation Board 

(ASCLD/LAB), technical review is an integral part of a quality assurance program. The 

ASCD/LAB further describes technical review as a review of notes, documents, and 

other data that form part of a scientific conclusion. Jones (2017:412) is of a view that 

technical review is different from the administration review. While administration 

review mainly conducted to determine the clerical accuracy of case report and 
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documentations to ensure that the examiner has followed all the necessary agency 

procedures and protocols, technical review, on the other hand, focuses on whether 

the appropriate tests and examinations have been conducted to support the results 

and conclusions reported, and whether sufficient supporting documentation is present 

in the case file. Technical review also focuses on whether the conclusions are 

consistent with the documentations and are within the acceptable practices. 

Jones (2017:413) further outlines that technical review, will determine amongst others, 

the following: 

➢ That the appropriate tests and examinations have been conducted; 

➢ The conclusions are consistent with documented data and are within 

acceptable practices; 

➢ There are sufficient supporting documentations; 

➢ Verifications have been completely and accurately documented; and 

➢ The reported results are clear, concise, accurate and complete. 

Technical reviews should be conducted on all cases. At a minimum, technical review 

shall be conducted on a regular basis in accordance with, (a) on certain types of cases 

as defined by the agency, and (b) on a percentage of cases as defined by the agency 

or an accrediting body. 

3.7 SUMMARY 

The outlay of the forensic report should roughly follow that of a standard scientific 

paper: that is; introduction, materials and methods, results, conclusions, and 

discussions. It is important to remember, however, that unlike a scientific paper in a 

peer-reviewed journal, a forensic science report is not intended for other scientists. 

Most of the readers of a forensic report are law enforcement officers, attorneys, and 

judges, all of whom may have little to no knowledge and training in science. Therefore, 

a special effort is required to make the reports readable, intelligible, and concise while 

retaining the necessary information to maintain their scientific rigor (Houck & Siegel, 

2010:596). 



90 
 

All necessary actions should be taken by the laboratory to ensure the standardisation 

of casework and forensic reports, and such actions should form part of the normal 

operations of the forensic protocols. A sound and solid international QMS must be 

implemented and be continuously monitored to ensure that deviations are detected 

early and addressed accordingly. Each forensic laboratory should strive to achieve the 

highest quality and standard possible to gain and maintain credence and apex 

reputation which is ultimately aimed at serving the court of law as the ultimate client. 

Based on the submissions of various authors on the subject matter, it goes without 

saying that in order for the DFS to archive standardisation and to adopt the best 

international practice in forensic report writing, there has to be a thorough review of 

the current SOP on report writing to include amongst others; all the critical processes 

that are undertaken in the examination of exhibits, such as case review, and also avoid 

the use of words such as; may, can as such have the potential to create personal 

discretion which may lead to a non-standardisation of forensic reports. The SOP must 

be directive and provide a clear guidance on what is expected from the forensic 

analysts in terms of forensic report writing to achieve standardisation. Effective 

deterrence of temptation to violate the SOP should be put in place and there must be 

consequence management for deliberate violation of the prescribed guidelines on 

forensic report writing. 

Other important aspects which the SOP should be based on are the legal aspect; the 

forensic report makes mention of an affidavit issued in terms of section 212 of the 

CPA. As a result, all the requirement of the relevant sub-sections (sub-sections 

212(4)(a) & 212(8)(a)) especially regarding chain of custody must be adhered to. 

Chain of custody is an important process of any exhibits and many court cases have 

been thrown out of the court roll due to the inability to provide documented proof 

regarding the chain of custody of exhibits in the forensic reports. It should also be 

considered to include limitations or prohibitions on the SOP, which will limit or provide 

restrictions on information or aspects which should not be included in the forensic 

report. This will ensure that the report has only relevant information necessary required 

for the purposes of the court and in full compliance of the legal requirement. 
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CHAPTER FOUR: AN OVERVIEW OF FORENSIC SCIENCE IN THE 

INTERNATIONAL COMMUNITY 

4.1 INTRODUCTION 

Those responsible for conducting analysis or interpretation of physical evidence are 

referred to as Forensic Science Service Providers (FSSP). According to the National 

Commission on Forensic Science, FSSP is defined as a person, or entity that: (a) 

applies scientific practices to recognising, collecting, analysing, or interpreting physical 

evidence and (b) issues forensic test results, provides reports, or provides 

interpretations, conclusions, or opinions through testimony with respect to such 

evidence. Although some FSSPs may function as individuals, many FSSPs are what 

would typically be referred to as forensic laboratories (Dutelle, 2017:130). 

Dutelle (2017:130) further indicates that Edmond Locard was responsible for the 

development of what is perceived to be the first forensic laboratory in the world. 

Forensic laboratories were first introduced as reform efforts to provide a reliable 

alternative to the vagaries of eyewitness testimony and the third-degree abuses uses 

in eliciting confession. Over the years, the introduction of forensic laboratories 

flourished, and the competition became prevalent resulting in the need for 

interrelations and benchmarking. 

As our world has become more complex and increasingly driven by science and 

technology, the nature of crime and evidence that helps convict the guilty and 

exonerate the innocent have also become more technical. This, in turn, has increased 

the responsibility and importance of forensic science and the scientists who practice 

it. Forensic science is widely considered to be part of investigation processes (Houck 

& Siegel, 2010:580). 

4.2 BENCHMARKING AS AN IMPROVEMENT TOOL 

Badenhorst-Weiss et al., (2017:149) assert that benchmarking is a system for 

companies and organisations to identify strengths and weaknesses, and to establish 

best practice and performance. It is a constant process of measuring products, 

services and practices against the toughest competitors, or those companies 

recognised as the cream of the crop. Benchmarking is the process of identifying, 

understanding, and adapting outstanding practices from companies anywhere in the 

world to help a business improve its performance. Steenkamp (2012:278) cite that 
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benchmarking is the process of comparing and measuring an organisation’s 

operations or its internal processes against those of a best-in-class performer from 

inside or outside its industry. 

To evaluate the level of standardisation of the forensic reports issued by the DFS for 

court purposes, it is empirical to benchmark the standard of the forensic science in 

South Africa with those of other countries. This will assist to identify the current 

situation and determine what need to be done to improve. Generally, law enforcement 

is the main client of forensic laboratories in many countries. The criminal justice 

stakeholders (courts, prosecutors, and defence) and our communities are the ultimate 

beneficiaries or receivers of the outcome of the law enforcement-laboratory 

relationship. The American Productivity and Quality Centre (APQC) provide an open 

portal for the manufacturing industry, including the forensic laboratory that compares 

key business metrics (Dale & Becker, 2015:15). 

Benchmarking is a crucial process of comparing key performance measures to those 

of the best performers and subsequently identifying areas for improvement. There are 

various reasons for benchmarking, including becoming more competitive, setting 

industry best practices, defining customer requirements, establishing effective goals 

and objectives, and defining true measure of service delivery and productivity. Foster 

(2010:190) posit that in process benchmarking, the initiator focuses its observation 

and investigation on business process. This can involve studying process flow, 

operating systems, process technologies, and operations of target firms or 

departments. The goal is to identify and observe the best practices from one or more 

benchmark firms. By improving core processes, overall business performance is 

enhanced. 

Kruger et al., (2014:392), set out the following as the purpose of benchmarking: (a) 

bringing about change within the organisation by changing the mind-sets of the senior 

executives; (b) comparing practices with the best within a particular industry or 

profession; (c) challenging current practices and processes; and (d) creating 

improvement within the organisation. 

Benchmarking has become a popular tool among companies and organisations trying 

to become more competitive and striving for world-class performance. In the process 

of benchmarking, two or more organisations that have agreed to share information 
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about processes or operations participate in the act of evaluating each other with the 

view of improving their own and assist each other to achieve certain objectives. As a 

result, benchmarking is the process of comparing and measuring an organisation’s 

operations or its internal processes against those of the best-in-class performer from 

inside or outside its industry (Steenkamp, 2012:278). 

Slack, Johnson and Grobler (2017:537) describe benchmarking as the process of 

learning from others which involves comparing one’s own performance or methods 

against other comparable operations. It includes investigating other organisations’ 

operations practice deriving ideas that could contribute to performance improvement.  

4.3 TYPES OF BENCHMARKING 

The following benchmarking types are identified: 

Internal benchmarking: a comparison between operations or parts of operations 

which are within the same total organisation; 

External benchmarking: refers to comparison between an operation and other 

operations which are part of different organisation; 

Non-comparative benchmarking: benchmarking against external organisations 

which do not compete directly in the same markets; 

Competitive benchmarking: is a comparison between the levels of achieved 

performance in different operations; 

Practice benchmarking: it takes place between an organisation’s operations 

practices, or way of doing things, and those adopted by other operations; and 

Generic benchmarking: seeks process performance information from outside one’s 

own industry, translating enablers from one organisation to another through the 

interpretation of their corresponding relationship. It is aimed at performance 

improvement (Slack et al., 2017:539). 

Although benchmarking has become popular, some businesses have failed to derive 

maximum benefit from it. This is due to misunderstandings as to what benchmarking 

entails. It is not an ones-off project but is the best practice as a continuous process of 

comparison. Also, it does not provide solutions. Rather, it provides ideas and 
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information that can lead to solutions. Neither does it involve simply copying or 

imitating other operations. Benchmarking is a process of learning and adapting in a 

pragmatic manner. It means devoting resources to the activity. Benchmarking cannot 

be done without some investment, but this does not necessarily mean allocating 

exclusive responsibility to a set of highly paid managers. In fact, there can be 

advantages in organising staff members at all levels to investigate and collate 

information from benchmarking targets (Slack et al., 2017:539). 

Furthermore, Slack et al., (2017:477-478), highlight various reasons that have been 

suggested to explain the shift towards a focus on improvement in professional 

operations managers’ activities, including the following: (a) there is a perceived 

increase in the intensity of competitive pressure; (b) the nature of world trade and 

operations is changing; (c) new technology has both introduced opportunities to 

improve operations practice and disrupt existing markets; (d) the interest in operations 

improvement has resulted in the development of many new ideas and approaches to 

improving operations which have, in turn, focused attention on improvements; and (e) 

the scope of operations management has widened from a subject associated largely 

with manufacturing to one that embraces all types of enterprise and processes in all 

functions of the global industry.  

When asked what hinders the standardisation of forensic reports in the DFS, some of 

the participants made mention of the fact that the DFS has no effective research and 

development aimed at exploring measures to improve and maintain the quality of the 

forensic practices and processes. One of the means with which research and 

development can achieve its goals of standardisation and introduction of new forensic 

practices is the benchmarking with other organisations which perform similar 

functions. It was further highlighted that the top management is not fully committed to 

benchmarking in that resources are not allocated for benchmarking. 

Steenkamp (2012:280) posit that without the will and commitment to benchmark, an 

organisation cannot positively benchmark. An organisation should not waste time and 

resources to benchmark if there is no buy-in and support from the top management. 

Benchmarking requires a strong focus, and it must be linked to the organisation’s 

vision and strategic objectives, providing specific direction and focus for the effort. 

Failure to do this will almost certainly result in wasted resources and frustrations. 
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4.4 BENEFITS OF BENCHMARKING 

Terrill (2016:xv) is of the view that although it is not necessary to have an extensive 

understanding of the CJS of all the countries and organisations one intends to 

benchmark with, the knowledge that such organisation is in the similar business as the 

one intended to be benchmarked should be enough to achieve the benefits of 

benchmarking. Some of the benefits of benchmarking are hereby outlined: (a) to 

recognise the basic structure of each organisation and its relationship to the CJS; (b) 

to appreciate the manner in which the CJS of each country works; (c) to identify major 

components of the organisation and its critical operations; (d) to comprehend the 

similarities and differences in how each country organises and administers its justice 

system; (e) distinguish the roles that various practitioners play in each country’s justice 

system; (f) to understand the similarities and differences in how each country 

perceives the nature of law and application of legal procedures in the CJS process; 

(g) discern some of the critical issues that the CJS of each country is confronting; and 

(h) to adopt the best possible practice compatible and reasonable implementable 

taking into account the legal system of a specific country. 

An overview of the forensic sciences internationally follows for discussion. 

4.4.1 Forensic Science in Spain 

From a practical point of view, forensic science in Spain is structured around institutes 

of legal medicine. The work at institutes is carried out by médicos forenses, members 

of the cuepo Nacional de Médicos forenses (National Forensic Medical Corps), which 

along with other institutions form the organisation of legal and forensic medicine in 

Spain. Generally, there is a lack of integration of forensic science reports in Spain, 

crime scene experts, case analysis and complementary analysis are all independently 

and differently reported (Ubelaker, 2015:263). 

 

According to Jami and Clair (2016:197), only the forensic DNA is accredited by an 

accredited professional body. In this case, SABS guidelines are mandatory and a few 

laboratories including the police laboratory, justice laboratory and National Institute of 

Toxicology (NIT) do follow this standard. There are also four other private accredited 

laboratories in Spain so far. In terms of infrastructure, Spain has clearly improved after 

implementation of institute of legal medicine and there are no major limitations in 
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technology affecting the practice of forensic science even though there are some 

differences in terms of resources among different institutions. 

4.4.2 Forensic Science in Switzerland 

Switzerland has seen a strong and early academic development of both forensic 

medicine and forensic science that is unheard of elsewhere. This has helped in 

creating a strong culture and research within a continental legal environment. In 

Switzerland, the forensic institutes are structured identically, with forensic medicine 

unit, a unit of traffic medicine, a laboratory of toxicology and forensic chemistry as well 

as laboratory of forensic genetics (Ubelaker, 2015:270).  

There are currently two large institutes of forensic science in Switzerland, located in 

Lausanne and Zurich, administered by cantonal authorities. They both cover most 

specialised forensic science cases. In 2010, state and city authorities decided to 

combine both laboratories to develop synergies within what is now known as the 

Forensic Science Institute of Zurich (FSIZ) which became one of the largest European 

laboratories with over 60 forensic scientists and police personnel. In most cases, the 

forensic evaluations are ordered by judicial and the police authorities. Occasionally, 

federal authorities may also be involved. Finally, the institute of legal forensic also play 

an important role in providing expert advice and ethics when such advice is required 

by the relevant authorities (Ubelaker, 2015:271). 

4.4.3 Forensic Science in Turkey 

Ubelaker (2015:280) further indicates that Criminal Police Laboratories or 

Criminalistics first started in 1910 with fingerprints analysis in the police department. 

Forensic Science in Turkey still lacks coordination among the experts and the 

divisions, especially the distinction between expertise and specialties have not yet 

been framed well enough. Forensic sciences have become important in Turkey in the 

last ten years. This gave the opportunity to hire new scientists to the laboratories and 

divisions because of the increasing demand of the courts as well as the defence.  

Many of these forensic laboratories are equipped with high technology devices and 

new forensic scientists are hired for these areas. The quality assurance and 

accreditation caused these institutes to use the correct facilities, equipped with 

suitable equipment and high technology. Because of the high technology resources 

that these institutes have nationwide, many high-profile cases have been successfully 
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resolved and the findings were shared with the International Forensic Science Society 

(IFSS). The government remains the main source to hire new forensic scientists and 

encourages them to become forensic experts in science, and provided them with 

sufficient salaries (Ubelaker, 2015:283). 

The forensic sciences are still not very well understood and used by the legal system 

in Turkey, especially the judges, prosecutors, attorneys and in general the courts. 

Usually, the legal arena still expects to receive expert reports in the old way and find 

quick answers so that they can finalise the court cases. The courts are still reliant on 

the forensic reports as the official that provides reliable account (Bartol & Bartol, 

2017:259). 

4.4.4 Forensic Science in the United States of America (USA) 

Experts disagree about which group initiated the first crime laboratory in the United 

States. Some credits August Vollmer for helping to establish a crime laboratory within 

the Los Angeles Police Department (LAPD) in 1923, and others identify the Chicago 

Police Department as initiating the oldest crime laboratory in 1929. Most of these 

controversies depend upon the definition of a crime laboratory at that time (Dutelle, 

2017:131). There are several important themes that are common in almost all forensic 

science disciplines in the United States (US) and frame the major issues going 

forward. These issues include scientific progress; key court decisions; practice and 

policy; standards and methods; education, training, and research; national direction 

and funding; and popular and legal culture. Good science is at the heart of all forensic 

examinations and interpretations. Important advances have been made in most 

forensic disciplines in the US, with DNA as the gold-standard in the field both in terms 

of scientific approach and interpretations of scientific data. Great technological 

progress has been made in the development of scientific instrumentation and 

computerised database like the Automated Fingerprint Identification System (AFIS), 

Combined DNA Index System (CODIS), and National Integrated Ballistic Information 

Network (NIBIN) to search and link offenders to their crimes (Ubelaker, 2015: 302). 

The Department of Justice (DoJ) and the National Institute of Standard and 

Technology (NIST) are jointly supporting a recently empanelled National Commission 

of Forensic Science (NCFS) to guide national policy and practice. Although largely 

voluntary, laboratory accreditation, examiner certification, and quality assurance 

practices have made important headway to ensure that examiners are qualified and 
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forensic laboratories follow good scientific practice. Crime laboratory accreditation 

began over thirty years ago and is the centrepiece of the criminalistics profession’s 

commitment to excellence with most forensic disciplines having established 

certification programs that are overseen by the Forensic Specialties Accreditation 

Board (FSAB). DNA and Scientific Working Groups (SWGs) in most forensic specialty 

areas are developing and setting new testing standards. 

The American Association of Forensic Sciences (AAFS) was founded in 1948 to 

promote multidisciplinary activities and has grown both in terms of membership and 

member disciplines, with criminalistics the largest at about 2800 members. Forensic 

laboratories have, nonetheless, expanded in the 1970 and more laboratories were 

established in closer proximity to local police departments as many states created 

regional crime laboratory system. The 1970s and 1980s witnessed important 

professional initiatives to engage in proficiency testing, method development, 

accreditation and certification that continue up until today. Accreditation of crime 

laboratories gained traction in the 1980s and remains as one of the important 

programs in the field of criminalistics. The standardised analysis methods are another 

aspect to quality control procedures that have been adopted in some, but not all, areas 

of criminalistics. The ASTM E-30 forensic committee was one of the earliest groups 

advocating the review, evaluation, and standardisation of forensic science methods of 

analysis. The international recognition of accreditation under SABS and the 

participation in the Collaborative Testing Services (CTS) which are still in existence 

today, have contributed to the standardisation of forensic methods in the US (Bartol & 

Bartol, 2017:473). Furthermore, Bartol and Bartol (2017:241) pronounce that the US 

has various forensic science accreditation programs with the original program 

instituted by the American Society of Crime Laboratory Directors’ Laboratory 

Accreditation Board (ASCLD/LAB), while accreditation is also provided by FQS, a 

member of the National Accreditation Board (NAB). 

There are approximately 400 crime laboratories in the USA, most of which are public 

and run by departments of the federal states or local government. Most USA 

laboratories are funded and controlled by the government, and only the law 

enforcement agencies within that jurisdiction have access to a public laboratory’s 

forensic science services and they do not pay case by case. Criminal defendants do 
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not have access to these laboratories, even if they have money to pay. Every state in 

the US has some form of its own crime laboratory system, ranging from a single 

laboratory in Wyoming to more than fifty public laboratories in California. The 

organisational structure of forensic laboratories differs from state to state (Siegel, 

2011:6). 

According to Girard (2018:31), the US federal government laboratories are operated 

by the following government agencies: (a) Federal Bureau of Investigation (FBI), which 

is part of the Department of Justice (DoJ); (b) Drug Enforcement Administration (DEA), 

also part of DoJ; (c) Bureau of Alcohol, Alcohol, Tobacco, Firearms, and Explosives, 

part of the department of treasury; (d) United States Postal Service (USPS); and (e) 

United States Secret Service Forensic Laboratory (USSSFL). 

4.4.5 Forensic Science in Uruguay 

Uruguay is a small country in South America with a surface of 176,215 square 

kilometres with 3,290,000 inhabitants. Education and training of forensic science in 

Uruguay is rather heterogeneous. This assertion does not refer to training in the 

primary discipline, which is anthropology, dentistry, medicine, chemistry, among 

others, but rather to its specialisation applied to the forensic field. In Uruguay, the work 

done by police scientists is controlled by the National Bureau of the Technical Police 

(NBTP), the institution that is responsible for criminal investigation that involves 

criminology. NBTP is also responsible for examining the evidence in the crime scene 

and processing them in the forensic laboratory. The police serve an auxiliary to justice, 

and it is the criminal judges who lead the investigation (Ubelaker, 2015: 342). 

4.4.6 Forensic Science in Hong Kong 

Forensic science in Hong Kong has a long and colourful history of forensic science 

services. However, since the late 1870s, one constant is the fact that the operation of 

forensic science in Hong Kong has been a predominantly government matters. There 

were, and still are, few private forensic consultancies or forensic professionals in Hong 

Kong, and those in the latter category are often former or retired professional staff of 

the Hong Kong Government Laboratory (HKGL). There were many recurring problems 

during the early years of forensic analytical work in Hong Kong. These challenges 

included but were not limited to: (a) chronic illness of personnel coupled with 

associated sick leave; (b) lengthy periods of overseas home leave; (c) unfilled 
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vacancies; (d) inadequate premises for the laboratory; and (e) insufficient laboratory 

equipment and chemicals (Terrill, 2016:110). 

Despite these many challenges, the number, variety, and complexity of criminal cases 

handled by government laboratory personnel increased over the years to include 

toxicology, narcotics, counterfeit coins and bank notes, forged cheques, detection of 

fire accelerants, firearm examinations, and many more related forensic science 

examinations (Terrill, 2016:111). 

The training of forensic scientists in Hong Kong, according to Ubelaker (2015:125), 

was revitalised and renewed soon after the Forensic Science Division (FSD) became 

operational in 1969. In this new method, experienced forensic laboratory assistants 

could apply for a scholarship to study at a UK university for a BSc (Bachelor of 

Science) (Hons) degree in Chemistry followed by an MSc (Master of Science) degree 

in Forensic Science at the University of Strathclyde in Glasgow, Scotland. On 

successful completion of these degrees, these new graduates were promoted to a 

higher level within the FSD. 

Siegel (2016:321) appends that the recruitment process in Hong Kong made it difficult 

for a non-Chinese person to apply for a job within the HKGL because applicants were 

required to demonstrate, amongst others, their ability to fluently speak Cantonese and 

be able to read and write Chinese. Additionally, applicants had to pass the Hong Kong 

Civil Service (HKCS) examination which included the Hong Kong basic law. Applicants 

must have necessary academic qualifications (usually Masters and/ or Doctoral 

degree in one or more relevant subjects) preferably previous forensic or related 

experience. 

4.4.6 Forensic Science in Italy 

The scientific Section of the police was established in 1902 in Rome, when the first 

course of forensic science for police was held by Professor Salvatore Ottolenghi. It is 

extremely difficult to clearly delineate how forensic sciences are structured and 

organised in Italy. Italy is a country that is renowned for being disorganised but 

certainly full of resources, though the ways such resources can be applied may be 

complicated. In Italy, forensic activity can be performed by different agencies such as 

the Polizia Scientifica (the forensic team of police forces, the Carabinieri (Ministry of 

Defence), and even private institutions and individuals (Ubelaker, 2015:156). 
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The recruitment and training of forensic scientists occurs by selection of personnel 

already in the service at the police, who wish to attend training courses organised by 

the Polizia Scientifica. Refresher courses are provided to the forensic scientists every 

year. The Polizia Scientifica is ISO 9001 certified, and the laboratory of forensic 

genetics, drugs and gunshots residue is SABS accredited. The government of Italy is 

in the process of certifying the other laboratories which performs other examination 

types (Ubelaker, 2015:159).  

4.4.7 Forensic Science in the United Kingdom 

In the United Kingdom (UK), the major supplier of forensic services is the Forensic 

Science Service (FSS). The FSS operates regionally in England and Wales, with six 

laboratories and a National Firearms Unit (NFU). Northern Ireland has its own agency 

and Scotland has four laboratories. Unlike the US, the FSS is fee-for service agency, 

in which all clients, including the police, pay for the services that they require from the 

forensic laboratory. Even the defendants have access to the services provided by the 

forensic laboratories in UK (Siegel, 2011:6). Saferstein (2011:18) asserts that Great 

Britain has developed a national system of regional laboratories under the direction of 

the government’s Home Office, including the metropolitan police laboratory which 

services London. In the 1990s, the British Home Office reorganised the country’s 

forensic laboratories into the FSS and instituted a system in which police agencies are 

charged a fee for services rendered by the forensic laboratory. The fee-for-service 

concept has encouraged the creation of several private forensic laboratories that 

provide services to both police and criminal defence attorneys. 

4.5 ACCREDITATION OF FORENSIC SCIENCE IN THE UK 

Forensic science laboratories may seek accreditation from the United Kingdom 

Accreditation Service (UKAS). The function of this government-recognised national 

accreditation body is to assess, against internationally greed standards, organisations 

that provide certification, testing, Inspection, and calibration services. Saferstein 

(2011:20) indicates that the route to accreditation in UK involves the following steps: 

Application: firstly, a completed application form, prepared with reference to the 

appropriate accreditation standards, must be submitted. Following receipt, an 

assessment manager will be assigned to oversee the accreditation process of the 

applicant; 
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Pre-assessment visit: this stage is normally recommended by UKAS and carried out 

by the assessment manager. The purpose of the pre-assessment visit is to determine 

if the company in question is ready to undergo the full accreditation process; 

Initial assessment visit: a lead assessor together with the appropriate technical 

support will undertake this visit.  All areas for which an accreditation is sought will be 

assessed. If any areas of improvement are identified, such must be rectified before an 

accreditation is awarded; 

Maintenance and extension of accreditation: once granted, an accreditation is 

maintained by yearly surveillance visits. A full reassessment is carried out on a four-

year basis. 

Through the accreditation processes mentioned above, UKAS can provide 

accreditation to forensic laboratories in two main areas; testing and calibration, in 

accordance with the SABS standard (SANS 17025:2005) which deals with the general 

requirements for the competence of testing and calibration laboratories. UKAS also 

provides accreditation for organisations that themselves provide inspection and 

certification services, including the ISO 9000, ISO 9001, and ISO 14000. 

4.5.1 Individual accreditation 

The forensic science providers that have UKAS accreditation to the international 

standards should be able to demonstrate that their personnel have the necessary 

knowledge, skills, and ability to perform their duties in line with specific practices and 

procedures. However, not all forensic practitioners work in organisations that have an 

accreditation (Shaler, 2012:188). 

4.5.2 Course accreditation  

Increasing interest in forensic science over the past decades has led to an expansion 

in the number of forensic science courses offered by the UK University, primarily at 

undergraduate level but also at postgraduate level. In response to this in provision, the 

forensic society has introduced an accreditation system for forensic related courses 

based on three main components, namely: (a) interpretation, evaluation, and 

presentation of forensic evidence; (b) crime scene investigation; and (c) forensic 

laboratory analysis (Shaler, 2012:189).  
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These (abovementioned countries, apart from South Africa) have established forensic 

services which have been perfected over the years, and the DFS can learn from these 

countries and improve on its processes to better its internal activities. Steenkamp 

(2012:278) asserts that there are a number of key points to remember about 

benchmarking, which are herewith outlined: (a) benchmarking is an increasingly 

popular improvement tool; (b) It concerns processes and practices; (c) It is a respected 

means of identifying processes that require major change; (d) benchmarking involves 

two or more consenting companies that may or may not be competitors; (e) It involves 

the act of comparing processes or practice of one organisation with the target 

company’s best processes and activities; (f) the goal of benchmarking is to find 

“secrets of success” and then adapt and improve them for own application; and (g) It 

is equally beneficial for both large and small businesses. All companies and 

organisations should be involved in benchmarking to evaluate, maintain, and improve 

their activities. Benchmarking is a professional act which is done by many well-

established organisations and laboratories. It is not illegal, cheating, immoral, 

unethical, or industrial espionage, but a best practice for continuous improvement 

(Steenkamp, 2012:278). The following section presents forensic science in South 

Africa.  

4.6 FORENSIC SCIENCE IN SOUTH AFRICA 

Chapter 5 of the South African Police Service Act, 68 of 1995 (South Africa, 1995) 

addresses the issues of the powers, duties, and functions of the members of the police 

service, including those of the Forensic Services. The duties of the Forensic Services 

are, however, not stipulated in the Constitution of the Republic of South Africa, Act 

108 of 1996 (South Africa, 1996) nor in the SAPS Act of 1995 as such are duties 

expected to be outlines by the relevant functional department at their level in line with 

their mandate and discipline competencies (Terrill, 2016:324). 

Each discipline of the forensic science has its own history, its own pioneers, its 

inception problems, and its historic achievements. The end of apartheid in 1994 saw 

dramatic changes in all spheres of society including forensic science services. These 

changes included, amongst others, a dramatic increase in acceptance of all social 

races into tertiary institutions of learning which has seen a more representative profile 

in all scientific spheres of the forensic science services profession (Shaler, 2012:196).  
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4.7 CHALLENGES OF RENDERING FORENSIC SERVICES 

Ubelaker (2015:246) posits that South Africa has a generally well-developed legal 

framework and service platform for the rendering of a forensic investigation, with a 

systemised and routine delivery of service in all geographic areas. The challenge, 

however, is the quality of service and efficiency of processing forensic cases which 

remains questionable in many areas, especially outside of larger cities and facilities. 

Amongst others, the following specific problems do exist: 

Lack of accreditation- within the forensic science services which undermines the on-

going efforts of improving accuracy and professional compilation of reliable forensic 

reports for use in adversarial legal proceedings; 

Inadequate professional men-power- who are trained in specific fields of forensic 

science disciplines, such as forensic crime scene officers and forensic pathologists; 

Lack of standardisation- poorly developed and non-standardised operations 

protocols pertaining to laboratory structures (buildings) with SOPs which constantly 

change and affects stability in the forensic services; 

Poor or lack of regulations- lack of professional accredited bodies which regulate 

the forensic services; and 

Lack of certification- the current in-house training provided by the DFS is not 

accredited with the National Qualification Framework of South Africa (NQFSA). 

These issues, especially the accreditation, need urgent attention. Fortunately, the 

portfolio committee of government of police has noted these challenges. Lack of 

accreditation in the forensic services, even though not legally required, is a problem 

as some cases have been dismissed by the courts due to lack of accreditation. The 

portfolio committee on police has committed to assist in addressing these issues. 

The following section presents various sections or divisions of the Forensic Science in 

South Africa. These sections have been established to render services based on areas 

of speciality and analysts are trained in accordance with these divisions. However, 

these analysts may also be knowledgeable in other areas besides the section or 

division which they are performing their functions at a particular point in time. 



105 
 

4.8 DIVISIONS OR SECTIONS OF FORENSIC SCIENCE IN SOUTH AFRICA 

Girard (2018:31) states that the crime laboratories typically include various divisions 

or Sections. These Sections are no different to those within the DFS of South Africa, 

and are as follows: 

Biological/serological Section: deals with anything pertaining to bodily fluids; 

Chemistry or toxicology Section: deals with unknown substances, drugs, or 

poisons. 

Trace evidence or microscopy Section: deals with anything small enough to require 

a microscope for viewing, such as hairs and fibres. 

Ballistics, firearms, and tool-marks Section: examines guns and weapons. 

Latent fingerprints Section: locates, photographs, processes, and compares latent 

fingerprints to known candidates and to fingerprints in the Automated Fingerprints 

Identification System (AFIS). 

Questioned Documents Section (QDS): Examines documents to identify the writer 

and to detect forgery or alterations. 

For all the above-mentioned Sections to have their findings widely accepted, they 

should establish their credentials as forensic laboratories by conforming to a set of 

accredited criterions and professional bodies (Girard, 2018:31). Houck and Siegel 

(2010:14) cite that every state in the USA maintains at least one FSL. Historically, 

there has been no nationwide effort to standardise laboratory organisation or function, 

so each state has developed a system that meets its needs. These forensic 

laboratories have arisen from two sources. The most prevalent is law enforcement: 

the majority of FSL are administered by a unit of state or local police other law 

enforcement agency. The other source of forensic laboratory is health department or 

other scientific agencies. 

4.9 SUMMARY 

All forensic laboratories across the globe have a system of receiving and analysing 

forensic evidence. The system may have one employee assigned to manage this unit 

full time and may employ several additional people, depending on the volume of 
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evidence and casework. The evidence intake unit will have a secured area for storing 

evidence, the size of which depends on the volume of work; it may be a room (office 

space) or a warehouse. A police officer will bring evidence to the laboratory and fill out 

a form that describes the evidence and the type of examination requested. A unique 

laboratory number will be assigned to the case, and each item of the evidence will be 

labelled with this unique laboratory number. This continues the chain of custody of 

evidence, which is the documentation of the location of evidence from the time it is 

obtained to the time it is presented in the court of law (Houck & Siegel, 2010:16). 

Although there are several similarities amongst forensic laboratories, one must bear 

in mind that there are several differences as well. It should be noted that it may be 

impossible to have a standardised forensic service and activities across all the global 

forensic laboratories as these laboratories serve different constituencies with different 

legal systems. Each country employs a legal system which is in line with its values 

and rule of the law; hence a forensic laboratory in such country will be required to 

support such legal system. As a result, any benchmarking undertaken should take into 

consideration the legal system of the country intending to adopt and implement certain 

practices from other departments. 
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CHAPTER FIVE: CHALLENGES HINDERING THE STANDARDISATION OF                              

FORENSIC REPORTS IN THE FORENSIC SERVICES 

5.1 INTRODUCTION 

Quality is about doing things consistently well, and consistency is promoted by using 

standards; that is, standardised approaches and standardised documentation (Pickett, 

2008:174). It would be ideal for the forensic science in the world; in particular, in a 

certain country that uses a particular justice system to standardise, however, it is a 

reality that this is not always practically possible due to several issues that arise. Some 

of these issues or challenges include political interference, accreditation, or lack 

thereof, different mandates, resources, jurisdictions, and other challenges relating to 

individual countries (Pickett, 2008:174). 

It is based on this backdrop that, inevitable so, there will be challenges encountered 

by different organisations (including DFS) which will compromise and hinder the efforts 

to achieve standardisation on various activities. Amongst these activities which are 

vulnerable to the challenges hindering standardisation is forensic report writing. This 

chapter explores the challenges that are likely to hinder the standardisation of forensic 

reports in the FS. Some challenges were already identified by other organisations 

which had already undergone the process of standardisation and accreditation 

process. 

5.2 COMMON INTERNATIONAL CHALLENGES HINDERING 

STANDARDISATION OF FORENSIC SCIENCE REPORTS AND METHODS 

The United Kingdom privatised all forensic services in 2012 (Dale & Becker, 2015: 21). 

The high costs of technology and high risk with a constraint fiscal environment 

prompted the United Kingdom Forensic Science Service (FSS) and the law 

enforcement agencies to review forensic service cost-benefit efficiency and 

effectiveness. The FSS and police agencies were challenged to provide a clear 

description of the forensic market and customer requirements. Unfortunately, the 

resulting lack of clearly defined metrics for requirements, and a high cost of forensic 

service and resulting uncertainties are two of several factors contributing to lack of 

support for the FSS remaining in a public service agency funded by taxpayer dollars 

leading to privatisation (Dale & Becker, 2015: 21). From a quality perspective, it is 

important for an organisation to implement a total quality system in place and to ensure 
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that such systems are implemented effectively. A mere documented quality policy will 

not ensure that an organisation will function optimally and achieve standardisation of 

forensic reporting, but a proper quality implementation and quality assurances are 

needed. Quality management is not a rigid or predetermined approach but rather a 

continuous process of improving the performance of the organisation. Erasmus, 

Loedolff, Mda and Nel (2015:245) stipulate the following important requirements for a 

quality assurance system to be effective: 

(a) a clear specification of roles and responsibilities; (b) ownership and acceptance of 

roles and responsibilities; (c) systems enable institution aims and objectives to be 

achieved; (d) free from individual bias; (e) involved and empowers all staff; (f) Inclusion 

of specification of standard and acceptable evidence; (g) emphasis is on continuous 

quality improvement; (h) customised to meet the specific requirements of an 

organisation; and (i) top management need to see quality as a top priority. 

Erasmus et al., (2015:244) further highlight that the success of Total Quality 

Management (TQM) depends largely on the involvement and commitment of 

employees. Some of the important issues that must form part of this system include, 

but not limited to, the following: (a) Teamwork; (b) reward and recognition; (c) 

employee involvement and empowerment; (d) high level of training and development; 

(e) organisational trust; and (f) high levels of communication. Quality management is 

the backbone of every forensic activity, and a sound and solid quality system in a 

laboratory remains a critical ingredient in the success of forensic service activities, 

including forensic report writing, amongst others. 

5.2.1 Lack of resources 

Dale and Becker (2015:15) are of the view that laboratories lack adequate resources 

and capabilities to meet customer requirements, which results in repressive backlogs, 

crisis management, poor morale, and a slide towards poor quality service. Lack of 

adequate resources to meet customer requirements jeopardises accreditation of the 

forensic laboratories, productivity, timeliness, quality, and reputation. It is 

recommended that laboratory managers acquire professional development including 

mandatory education (e.g., Master’s in Business Administration (MBA), or a certificate 

program) specialising in fiscal management for public service agency. Fiscal training 

and education should include both internal budget management and external 
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management of vendor contracts and grants. How can a laboratory manager be 

successful with no control over customer requirements, budget, and the associated 

laboratory capabilities needed to meet customer requirements? Lack of policies clearly 

establishing management responsibilities, authorities, and resources jeopardises the 

laboratory accreditation and ultimately leads to unsatisfactory laboratory performance 

which has a direct and negative impact on the standardisation of forensic reporting 

(Dale & Becker, 2015: 25). 

5.2.2 Principled and ethical issues 

The police are a partisan unit in the CJS. Forensic science, on the other hand, are 

seen to be non-partisan, a challenge for forensic scientists particularly those whose 

employer is a law enforcement agency, is to ensure that based on their performance, 

they are genuinely accepted as objective scientists and not simply as another element 

of the agency. The police generally control the input to the forensic laboratory. They 

decide which event will be investigated, what items will be collected, which will be 

submitted for examination and what examination will be requested. For the forensic 

scientists operating under the direct control of the police and even more so for the 

scientists who are also sworn as police officers, the conflicting ethics of science and 

that of law enforcement can sometimes present a major conflict of interest dilemma 

(Dale & Becker, 2015: 101). 

The most significant pressure presenting ethical dilemmas to forensic scientists results 

from the association with the adversary process where scientists confront the clash of 

two cultures, namely: science and law enforcement. Although there are many conflicts 

confronting the forensic science in the adversary system, perhaps most crucial 

examples of ethical challenges for the forensic scientists that may arise from this 

situation are: (a) a request by the police to remove irrelevant or unfavourable material 

from the forensic report; and (b) the police decide not to use the forensic report 

because it contains material helpful to the other side (Dale & Becker, 2015:103). 

5.2.3 Command and control 

Dale and Becker (2015:104) further add the forensic scientists who are working under 

the direct command and control of the law enforcement, there is a risk of being 

influenced to: (a) prepare a forensic report containing minimum information in order 

not to give the other party “ammunition” for cross-examination; (b) provide a finding 
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without an interpretation, on the assumption that if such is required, it can be provided 

from the witness box. This ignores the possibility that the scientist may not be called 

to testify, and the interpretation of the scientific data may be left to a lay person; (c) 

omit a significant point from the forensic report to trap an unsuspecting cross-

examiner; (d) not report or acknowledge any weakness in a finding or opinion; and (e) 

not to differentiate between opinions that are based on experimental findings and 

those which are based on study, experience, and judgement. 

Britz (2013:11) cites that most national forensic laboratories are underequipped as 

compared to the private laboratories. Most of which do not have adequate resources, 

relevant academic expertise or dedicated staff, suitable facilities for training or 

continuing education, and research and development which are critical in the effective 

operations of the laboratory. Forensic science education challenges cover the 

spectrum of rapidly changing technology industry. Funding is inconsistent and mostly 

insufficient. Forensic science education programs, until recently with the Forensic 

Science Education Programs Accreditation Committee (FEPAC), have no mandated 

standards or performance metrics. The lack of fundamental undergraduate and 

graduate education results in significant resources dedicated for training by public 

service forensic laboratories, increasing backlogs and cycle times (Dale & Becker, 

2015: 127). 

Special care is needed in forensic testing laboratories involved in the analysis or 

determination of trace levels of material, including DNA. Physical separation of high-

level and low-level work is required. In some areas, a special demarcation is set aside 

for its special operations, in which case access should be restricted and the work 

undertaken carefully controlled. Appropriate records should be kept demonstrating this 

control. Furthermore, as part of quality system, all laboratories are required to operate 

a program for the maintenance and calibration of equipment used in the laboratory. 

The equipment used in a forensic science laboratory are diverse and will range across 

a few different scientific and technical disciplines (Ilac,2002:10). 

5.2.4 Lack of standardised activities 

As there are minimum requirements that should be included in the forensic report, 

which form critical aspects of the entire report, it is equally important to set out what 

should not form part of the forensic report to effectively regulate the construction and 
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drafting of the final report. These should be done in consultation with the relevant 

stakeholders and available guidelines for report writing in a specific environment. 

Failure to do so may leave more room for discretions on the part of the report authors, 

and this may vary from person to person, thereby affecting the efforts to 

standardisation (Wang & Park, 2016:237). 

Many problematic challenges with (forensic) reports, according to Miller and 

Whitehead (2011:168) involve the following outlined aspects which hamper the 

standardisation of reports: (a) the use of un-described abbreviations and acronyms; 

this could lead to confusion and an undesirable misinterpretation and misinformation; 

(b) general and ambiguous set of rules, a lack of properly defined rules does lead to 

difficulties in the standardisation of reports. This leads to an individual author to 

interpret the rules in a manner that best suits them and apply them, thus affecting the 

standardisation of the reporting; and (c) lack of proper and effective corrective action. 

It is a common practice in every organisation that if there will be no proper and effective 

manner to deal with deviation from the required standard, then such unruly practice 

will continuously prevail.  

In addition, Miller and Whitehead (2011:170) add that the inconsistency in the following 

aspect may alienate the process to achieve standardisation in report writing: (a) poor 

differentiation among methods, results, and opinions; (b) error in critical judgement or 

logic; (c) presenting conflicting opinions; (d) use of unsubstantiated test methods; (e) 

performing irrelevant or unnecessary tests; (f) misleading results and failure to state 

limitations; (f) erroneous conclusions based on incorrect interpretation of results; (g) 

recommending unnecessary tests; (h) unnecessary deviation from the SOPs; (i) 

providing irrelevant information; and (j) unnecessary decorations of reports. 

5.2.5 Ineffective quality controls 

Pickett (2008:128-129) postulate that the importance of recommending improvements 

to internal quality controls should be emphasised to help avoid similar problems 

occurring in future. Good control starts with an effective control framework, which 

means people understand the risk, communicate well, appreciate how their aims, 

responsibilities and work fit into the wider organisation systems and crucially adhere 

to a firm platform of ethical values. When a proper quality control is in place, it is 

possible to design individual controls to counter individual risks. Some controls are 
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wide-ranging concepts, while others are simple devices to increase chances of 

achieving the set objectives (in this case, standardisation). Controls are meant to help 

stop non-compliance and encourage the culture of always doing the right things.  

5.2.6 Classification of quality controls 

These controls can be classified in three ways: 

Preventative: To ensure that systems work in the first place and challenges possible 

deviations from the set SOPs are stopped before they affect the business. This could 

include control concepts such as good human resource management strategies, 

security arrangements, a code of conduct for stuff and associates, segregation of 

duties and having a good all-round control framework in place (Pickett, 2008:128). 

Detective: These controls are designed to pick up and to detect problems, errors, 

breaches, and all risks that have not been prevented. Arrangements such as good 

supervision, checking of work outputs, reviews, inspections, exceptions reports, and 

reconciliations can all help on this stage (Pickett, 2008:129). 

Corrective: There need to be a process in place to ensure that all the detected 

problems can be resolved with a view to prevent the recurrence. An internal 

investigation can fit perfectly in this category of controls to get to the root cause of the 

problem. The quality control procedures necessary in any area of work should be 

determined by the laboratory responsible for the work, based on best professional 

practice. The procedure should be documented, and records should be retained to 

show that all appropriate quality control measures have been taken, and that all quality 

control results are acceptable. In case of non-conformance, the appropriate remedial 

actions should be taken and be recorded (Ilac, 2002:12). 

As a corrective measure, organisations should not shy away from instituting or 

initiating measures such as quality cycles, awareness, training and re-training, 

progressive disciplinary actions, and any other measure reasonably proportional to 

address the violation or the non-conformance. In addition to the above-mentioned 

control categories, Pickett (2008:129) further outlines some of the more well-known 

control concepts which are necessary to assist an organisation to conform to the set 

of rules and to standardise processes and activities.   
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5.2.7 Types of control concepts 

These control concepts are as follows: 

Authorisation: Delegated powers should be clearly understood across all 

management levels and authorisation should be used to deal with decisions that 

require the intervention of a senior person. A clear role definition and clear lines of 

authority are important to ensure that there is both real accountability and good 

performance management (Pickett, 2008:130). 

Security: Sound and effective automated security over information and physical 

security over people, building offices and records should ensure that organisation 

standardise not only processes and internal activities, but in all entirety (Pickett, 

2008:130). 

Procedures: All the organisational processes should be covered by suitable 

procedures that are understood and applied by all employees. Procedures should 

cover all the activities undertaken by the organisation. These procedures should 

address training, performance management, personal conducts, operations, and all 

other organisational core functions (Pickett, 2008:131).  

Supervision: Management need to keep an eye on their staff to ensure that they are 

adhering to procedures and provide assistance and support where required. This 

control concept is associated with good communications and good staff morale 

(Pickett, 2008:131). 

Separation of duties: This concept will ensure that different duties and 

responsibilities are assigned and delegated to different people. Some are assigned an 

oversight role and if need be, they are rotated to avoid complacency, and to a larger 

extend, fraud and other illegal activities (Pickett, 2008:132). 

Kruger et al., (2014:362), postulate that the first and most important sphere which is 

embedded within a process to meet consistency is quality control. The control process 

involves observing or measuring actual performance, comparing it with the available 

standards, and then taking appropriate remedial action if there are deviations. 
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5.2.8 Inconsistent application of rules 

Erasmus et al., (2015:312), believe that to maintain a sound and effective 

standardisation, an organisation should aim to achieve an acceptable level of 

professionalism by making sure that there are: 

Strict compliance to the organisational rules: Measures should be put in place to 

ensure compliance to all the set of rules by all employees (including managers) and 

proper corrective measures should be put in place to address any deviations, including 

corrective counselling and disciplinary actions. 

Training: All members who are expected to perform a specific task should be equally 

trained. The training should include the applicable standards and the application of 

such standards when performing the actual required task. 

Periodic reviews: All examinations and forensic reports should be subjected to a 

periodic quality review process and internal auditing in order to ensure compliance to 

the SOPs and to achieve standardisation. Furthermore, in order to complement the 

implemented quality controls, an organisation needs to have quality assurance in 

place in order to ensure that the control measures are effectively applied. Quality 

assurance refers to activities associated with the guaranteeing of the quality of service 

provided or final product. Quality assurance serves, amongst others, to ensure that: 

(a) the rendered service is fit and suitable for the purposes of the intended user; (b) 

the standard and expectations defined by the organisation are implemented 

effectively; (c) the product conforms to the standards required by the customer; (d) the 

standards are adequate and are being practised and adhered to; (e) all concerned 

parties are aware of quality requirements; (f) corrective action is taken to eliminate 

defective product or service; and (g) opportunities for improvement are identified, 

evaluated and implemented. 

The success of both the quality control and the quality assurance in each organisation 

depend on an effective and sound quality management system which insist on 

integrating controls and assurance aspects of quality (Kruger et al., 2014:364). A 

quality management system is a chain of interconnected components or processes 

that work together in synergy to produce strategic results. Examples of quality related 

management systems are the ISO 9001, ISO 14001, ISO 17025 and OHSAS 1800 

standards. An effective and sound quality management system is evident when it can: 
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(a) plan and implement quality; (b) create an organisational culture and environment 

conducive for the promotion of quality; (c) source and provide the resources for the 

implementation and maintenance of quality; (d) motivate and reward employees for 

the practice of quality; and (e) ensure suppliers are meeting the quality standards 

required. If these aspects are fully in place, the organisation will well be on the way to 

having a good quality assurance system in place, which will make it possible to 

standardise its processes (Pickett, 2008:140). 

To avoid conflicts over compliance with written procedures, some organisations 

operate under strict guidelines which are based somewhere between policies and 

procedures. Guidelines by their name suggest direction but avoid any hint of absolute 

compliance. One would have to stray far afield before being guilty of violating the 

guidelines as they are just that loose and too flexible. The looseness and flexibility 

leave a lot of latitude for the employees- such allow wide variation in interpreting 

guidelines and inevitably permits inconsistencies in handling similar situations. In order 

to address this challenge, guidelines should not be too loose, but they should be 

precise and directive enough to ensure that such guidelines are understood without 

ambiguity (Sennewald, 2011:197). 

5.2.9 Lack of proper and adequate training 

Training is a critical component of every organisation’s key element to success. 

Training can be distinguished from education by its characteristics of practicality, 

specificity, and immediacy. It relates specifically to the job performed by those being 

trained, and it should have immediate practical application on the job. By its definition, 

training is an organised, systematic series of activities designed to enhance an 

individual’s work-related knowledge, skills, and understanding. It is, however, worrying 

that this important aspect in an organisation’s activities is often not adequately given 

the necessary attention that it deserves (Steenkamp, 2012:384). Report writing is one 

of the critical aspects of the forensic analyst’s main and key component of their work. 

It is expected of the forensic analysts to perform their analysis and on completion, 

write a report pertaining to the examination which they have conducted. Although the 

DFS has a standard SOP for all Sections to use and comply with in terms of writing a 

forensic report, there is no actual training provided on forensic report writing. This 

remains a challenge and it is a gap that needs to be addressed to achieve 

standardisation of forensic reports within the DFS. Lack of training on every aspect of 
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the organisation’s activities usually result in poor output, and for this reason, report 

writing is no exception. As in all other activities of the organisation, such as operations, 

report writing must be included in the training curriculum, to get the best possible 

output from the employees (Steenkamp, 2012:385). This research study has revealed 

that none of the interviewed participants had received training specifically for forensic 

report writing. All those forensic analysts have is an SOP that provides guidelines on 

how to compile a forensic report. Although members are trained on the court 

processes during the internal training, in particular mock trials, there is no focus on the 

aspects of forensic report writing. The participants were asked if the forensic reports 

in their Sections are all standardised, and it was clear that only reports of a particular 

examination type were standardised but a Section with multiple examination types 

would not necessarily achieve standardisation due to the difference in the examination 

conducted. The impact of such non-standardisation was said to have less impact in 

the CJS as the reports were said to be conforming to the requirements of the SOP on 

forensic report writing. 

5.2.10 Quality Management System 

In an environment where QMS is taken seriously and service delivery is of paramount 

importance, training is a bottom-up enterprise in which the people who do the work 

receive top priority in the allocation of funds for training. The philosophy of this 

approach is that money must be spent where it will have a positive and desirable 

outcome, of which is service excellence. Most organisations make use of training 

provided through a combination of internal (in-house) training and external sources. 

Internal training involves the in-house seminars, workshops, on-site learning, which 

cover on the job training. External training is a broad category that includes colleges 

or university, private training organisations providing courses, workshops relevant to 

the key performance area of the employees (Steenkamp, 2012:387). 

The rationale for training can be found in the need to compete with the best in the 

world, within the same professional field. In order to compete globally, companies and 

organisations must invest in human resources in order to have world-class employees 

with quality output. Steenkamp (2012:388) outlines several factors which should 

motivate and inspire organisation to invest on the training of its employees as follows: 

(a) quality of the existing labour pool; (b) global competition; (c) rapid and continual 

change; (d) changing demographics; (e) continual improvement; and (f) evolving 
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technology. In determining the training need, employers need to begin by asking two 

main questions; (a) what knowledge, skills, and attitude do our employees need to 

have in order to be world-class level? (b) what knowledge, skills, and attitude do our 

employees currently have? The difference between the answers to the two questions 

identifies organisational training needs. 

Burke (2014:57) argues that irrelevant and improper training is not just a challenge 

experienced by employees only, but it affects the managers even more than the 

employees due to the responsibility that is faced with these managers. Lack of 

competency in the field of specialisation on the part of managers has the potential to 

undermine the desired objective. This challenge also creates an environment on which 

members’ respect to such managers is diminished. 

Training and education allow managers, supervisors, and employees to understand 

aspects associated with a job or processes. A training program should include all 

affected employees and managers, as well as all relevant stakeholders. The program 

should be designed and implemented by qualified personnel. Appropriate special 

training should be provided for personnel responsible for administering the training 

program (Goetsch, 2014:190). 

5.2.11 Lack of proper change management 

Steenkamp (2012:452) is of the view that resistance to change and lack of 

management commitment to drive the change where is needed does hinder the 

achievement of the required standardisation of many activities in an organisation. For 

the success of every project in every organisation, an unwavering and unquestioned 

commitment is required from top management. Changing a rooted culture is very 

difficult even when everyone is willing, and it is almost never the case that everyone 

will be willing. But with the power and influence of top management, a change towards 

the new direction the organisation intends to take will always be possible. This is 

simple because, more often, most of the changes have financial implications of which 

top management have the keys to (Steenkamp, 2012:453). The top management buy-

in is always required in order to channel relevant resources towards that which the 

organisation need to achieve. It is often said that where there is change, there is 

resistance. It is for this reason that top management is required to be actively involved 

to manage change and address whatever concerns that employees may have. Some 
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see danger in change, danger to their personal position, the threat of loss of power or 

prestige, perhaps even loss of employment. Some just like everything the way is and 

see no reason to change. To achieve standardisation of the forensic reports, the DFS 

will have to manage change and ensure that it eventually takes place. Amongst 

aspects which might require change with the purpose to standardise are the report 

writing, infrastructure, resources, and many other aspects of forensic examination 

activities. 

5.2.12 Specialisation of duties 

Specialisation refers to when a group of people of employees are trained only in one 

specific role and are expected to perform such functions as their job description. 

Although there are conflicting ideas as to the effectiveness and the sustainability of 

the specialisation, Hess et al., (2018:254), see the positive and negatives regarding 

the specialisation of duties. Some of the positives are hereby outlined: (a) officers 

develop focus specialisation; (b) attention is directed to a specific task and narrowed; 

(c) efficiency is improved; (d) officers become very effective in accomplishing their 

mission; and (e) It is simple to measure effectiveness and to address challenges. 

On the other side, the negatives with which specialisation may encounter include, but 

not limited to: (a) less flexibility; (b) limited pool of employees to conduct a variety of 

duties; (c) a tendency to create divisions in an organisation (them and us); (d) failure 

to coordinate with other units; and (e) tendency to miss a bigger organisational vision. 

It is without doubt that forensic analysts of, for example, Chemistry Section, will be 

specialising in chemistry related duties, and may not necessarily have the expertise 

relating to other Sections such as Ballistics and Biology. However, intra-Sectional 

specialisation must be carefully considered considering both the advantages and the 

disadvantages. The advantages must outweigh the disadvantages and such 

disadvantages should be mitigated to avoid deterioration (Hess et al., (2018:255). The 

participants were asked a question, what do you think hinders the standardisation of 

the forensic report in the FS?, and the following responses were received; (a) the 

participants indicated that standardisation will be challenging due to different exhibits 

analysed by different Sections, (b) Participants further suggest that each Section 

should be allowed to streamline its reporting in line with the type of exhibits it examines 

instead of being expected to conform to the general SOP on report writing, (c) some 
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participants indicated that the standardised SOP does not take into account the 

diversity of exhibits in the Sections. 

5.2.13 Problems with benchmarking 

The exercise of benchmarking is not a simple activity, and it can be difficult to 

implement every aspect that one finds while benchmarking. Foster (2010:206) outlines 

the following key problematic areas relating to benchmarking: 

➢ There may be substantial difficulty obtaining cooperation from other entities in 

the similar industry. In order to be effective and to counter this challenge, one 

has to offer something to the targeted organisation in return for them to provide 

cooperation; 

➢ The process of benchmarking can be a wasteful expenditure unless one fully 

understands the process before benchmarking is done with another 

organisation; 

➢ Benchmarking is time-consuming and costly. Cost for benchmarking includes 

time for planning, travel, documentation, and implementation. The investment 

is lost if benchmarking data is not used to drive improvement in an 

organisation’s process; and 

➢ There could be many systems and processes that one could benchmark with, 

some of which might be working for a particular organisation but not 

necessarily compatible with the requirements and the objectives of the bench-

marker. The fact that a system works for a particular organisation does not 

mean that such system can be implemented everywhere, each environment 

has its own needs and requirements of which some are guided by the laws of 

a particular industry and that of the country concerned. 

5.2.14 Challenges associated with the implementation  

After all, one of the best ways to combat or to minimise the challenges associated with 

the standardisation of any operations in an organisation is the implementation and 

monitoring of the QMS. Some organisations do have QMS on paper, but such is not 

properly implemented, hence, such organisations have no or little progress with 

respect to the standardisation of its operations. In accordance with Smorfitt and 

Mtapuri (2008:128), a good QMS is made up of the following: 
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Policies: outline the way in which a business intends things should be done in the 

business. Policies are usually set by senior management who become the driving 

force in the realisation of the company’s vision;  

Procedures: are usually set by senior management and departmental heads, with the 

departmental heads being the driving force. Procedures explain how the task fits into 

the business policies; 

Work instructions: contain the details of exactly how each task is to be executed on 

a step-by-step basis. The work instructions are normally prepared by the departmental 

head in conjunction with the employee working on the task;  

Forms: are paperwork that directly related to the task. Forms normally prepared by 

the departmental head together with employee responsible for the execution of a 

specific task; and 

Records: store the information. Records are normally prepared by the departmental 

head in conjunction with the employee working on the task. 

Smorfitt and Mtapuri (2008:130) suggest that a good QMS depends on the fact that it 

is continuously reviewed to ensure it remains relevant, and that changes are made as 

and when necessary. A well-known international QMS is the ISO 9000 range of 

systems. There are many excellent QMS but most of them are too big and 

cumbersome to be used especially in small business. However, it must be 

remembered that even a small business should have a QMS. 

During the study (document review and interviews) it was discovered that the DFS has 

all the required policies, procedures, forms, and record keeping in place. The division 

was, however, found not to have work instructions, which are the critical component 

of the QMS especially towards the standardisation of processes. Work instructions 

provide a step-by-step guideline on how a particular task is carried out, and the 

absence of a work instruction leads to lack of standardisation in the operations of any 

organisation. The absence of a work instruction leads to employees deriving their own 

various modalities of carrying out a specific task which has a potential to contribute 

immensely to the lack of standardisation. This revelation is in quality terms, a non-

conformance on the part of the organisation which needs to be rectified as a matter of 

urgency to achieve the standardisation of forensic reports, amongst other processes 
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of the FSL. In a view to address the identified challenges, the participants were asked: 

“What do you think should be done to achieve standardisation of the forensic reports 

in the FS”, the following suggestions were raised by the participants in a form of 

verbatim responses: 

(a) involve all role players in the decision making, (b) managers who are not doing 

case work should allow forensic analysts who are actively involved in case work to 

deliberate on the way forward without imposing their authority, (c) conduct regular 

workshops and expert forums, (d) provide training on forensic report writing. 

5.3 SUMMARY 

Benchmarking is an international good practice which should be adopted and 

practiced by organisations that need to compete with the best in the industry. It should 

be noted that not all practices of all organisations benchmarked will be compatible with 

the bench-marker. Care should be taken to ensure that good practices that are 

adopted are in line with the principles and the legal principles of an organisation before 

they are adopted and applied. The FS should ensure that it only adopt practices which 

are supported and compatible with the legal system of the country. Now that the 

possible challenges that are hindering the standardisation of the forensic reports in the 

FS have been identified, the next step is crucial in that it aims to address or mitigate 

these challenges with a view to overcome these challenges so that the standardisation 

can be realised. One of the means to do so is through benchmarking with the purpose 

of learning from other similar countries and organisations as to how do their FS handle 

similar challenges and other best practices in their daily operations. The next chapter 

deals with methodological parameters of the study.  
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CHAPTER SIX:  METHODOLOGICAL PARAMETERS OF THE STUDY 

6.1 INTRODUCTION 

This chapter explored various methodological parameters of the study that were 

suitable to yield the best possible research findings, practical recommendations and 

sound conclusion which are in line with the research aim and objectives of this 

research study. In a quest to address and to obtain answers on the research questions 

of this study, the researcher conducted interviews with experienced members of the 

DFS and obtained information which was transcribed and reduced to writing. A 

literature study was also conducted, trawling through national and international 

publications with a purpose of gathering as much information as possible relating to 

the subject matter “an analysis of the standardisation of forensic reports for court”. 

Thomas (2013:104) cites that research approach is not just about whether to use one 

method over the other, but rather about how to think about the social world. The issue 

here is that education and the social sciences are hugely varied and complex, with our 

interests ranging across all kinds of individual and social behaviour. One of the main 

difficulties is the decision whether to focus on closely defined variables (things that 

can be counted) or the understanding of people. 

For this study, the knowledge and understanding of people were heavily relied-on and 

primary data was obtained by means of interviews with the participants who were 

willing to participate in the research. The information gathered from the participants 

played a crucial role by contributing to the formulation of the research findings which 

were based on factual and verifiable data. 

6.2 RESEARCH DESIGN AND APPROACH 

Kumar (2005:84) describes the research design as a plan, structure, and strategy of 

investigation, so conceived as to obtain answers to a research question or problem. 

Furthermore, Kumar (2005:84) postulates that a research design is a procedural plan 

that is adopted by the researcher in order to give valid answers, objectively, accurately 

and economically. Research design is the foremost planning of the methods to be 

adopted for collecting the relevant data and the techniques to be used in their analysis, 

taking into account the objective of the research and the availability of staff, time and 

money (San Daniel & Aroma, 2013:85). On the other hand, a research methodology 

is a tool for collecting data, which might involve visiting a research site and observing 
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the behaviour of individuals without predetermined questions or conducting an 

interview in which the individual can talk openly about a specific topic. The choice of 

a method turns on whether the intent is to specify the type of information to be collected 

in advance of the study or to allow it to emerge from participants in the research project 

(Creswell & Creswell, 2018:16). 

Walliman (2016:37) submits that once the objectives of a research project have been 

established, the issue of how these objectives can be achieved leads to a 

consideration of which research design will be appropriate. Research design provides 

a framework for collection and analysis of data and subsequently indicates which 

research methods are appropriate. 

Babbie (2017:119) on the other hand, posits that research design involves a set of 

decisions regarding what topic is to be studied, among what population, with what 

research methods, for what purpose. Research design is the process of focusing the 

perspective for the purposes of a study. In designing a research project, the researcher 

will find it useful to begin by assessing three aspects: the interests, the abilities, and 

the available resources. Each of these considerations will suggest many possible 

studies. 

Case study research, by definition, is focused on a single relatively bounded unit which 

may afford an opportunity for abundant information and knowledge to be obtained and 

analysed. Case study research may employ a great variety of techniques, both 

qualitative and quantitative, for the gathering and analysis of evidence. This is one of 

the most intriguing qualities of case study research with its characteristic flexibility 

(Gerring, 2007:97). For collecting and analysis of data in this study, a case study 

research design was used because it (case study) entails the study of a social group, 

community, system, organisation, institution event or even person or type of 

personality. In a typical case study, a researcher collects extensive data on the 

individual(s), program(s) or event(s) on which the investigation is focused. These data 

often include observations, interviews, documents, past records, and audio-visual 

materials. The DFS, in this instance, has been chosen as the “case” in this study and 

fits properly as either community, institution, organisation and in particular, the forensic 

analyst from whom the interviews were conducted which could be best described as 

people as indicated by Walliman (2016:40). 
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For the purposes of this study, the researcher adopted a qualitative research design. 

In contrast to most methods in which researchers hypothesise and procedures are 

determined, a priority of the research design in qualitative research remains flexible 

both before and throughout the actual research. Although qualitative researchers have 

a methodology to follow and perhaps some general research interests, the specifics 

of their approach evolve as they proceed (Taylor, Bogdan & DeVault, 2016:30). 

Wild and Diggines (2015:42) are of a view that research design implies planning; it 

provides an outline or blueprint for the research investigation and is the framework 

that directs research efforts. The purpose of research design is to plan and structure 

the research project to increase the ultimate validity of the research results and 

findings. In other words, the research design is the plan of how the research project 

will be conducted. 

Swanborn (2010:13) believes that a case study refers to the study of a social 

phenomenon characterised by a number of aspects, including, but not limited to the 

following: 

➢ Carried out within the boundaries of one or few social systems such as people, 

organisations, groups, local communities or nation-states, in which the 

phenomenon to be studied enrols; 

➢ By monitoring a phenomenon during a certain period or, by collecting 

information during a certain period; 

➢ In which the researcher focuses on process-tracing: the description and 

explanation of social processes that unfold between persons participating in 

the process, people with their values, expectations, opinions, perceptions, 

resources, controversies, decisions, mutual relations and behaviour, or the 

description and explanation of processes within and between social 

institutions; 

➢ Where the researcher, guided by an initial broad research question, explores 

the data and formulate more precise research questions, keeping an open 

mind to unexpected aspects of the process by abstaining from pre-arranged 

procedures and operationalisation; 

➢ Using several data sources, the main ones being available documents, 

interviews with participants and observation; 
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➢ In which, in the final stage of an applied case study research project, the 

researcher invites the studied persons and stakeholders to confront them with 

preliminary research conclusions in order to clear up any available 

misunderstanding. 

Research design stands for the advance planning of the methods to be adopted for 

collecting the relevant data and the techniques to be used in their analysis, considering 

the objective of the research and the availability of staff, time, and money (Sam Daniel 

& Aroma, 2013:85). This is supported by Thomas (2013:103), who asserts that 

research design is the plan for the research. 

6.3 RESEARCH POPULATION AND SAMPLING 

The DFS falls within the DS of the SAPS and a Senior Officer with the rank of 

Lieutenant General leads the division. The DFS has three Components, namely: The 

Forensic Science Laboratory (FSL), Criminal Record and Crime Scene Management 

(CR&CSM) and Quality Management (QM), which are each led by a Senior Officer of 

the rank of Major General. The Components FSL and CR&CSM have Sections in 

which the forensic analysts are working and amongst their (forensic analysts) duties 

are to write a forensic report for court purposes, based on the examination or analysis 

that they have conducted. The Component QM also has Sections, which are mainly 

focusing on the implementation and application of Quality Management System (QMS) 

within the DFS (South African Police Service (SAPS), 2016: 88).  

6.3.1 Population and sample 

Walliman (2016:239) describes population as a collective term used to describe the 

total quality of cases of the type that is subject to the study, mainly consisting of people, 

object and even events. This premise is supported by Dantzker and Hunter (2012:52) 

who allude that a population is the complete group or class from which information is 

to be gathered. For example, police officers, probation officers, and correctional are 

each of a population. Although it would be great if every member of a population could 

provide the information sought, it is usually logically impractical in that it is both 

inefficient and wasteful of the researcher’s time and resources. Therefore, most 

researchers choose to obtain a sample from the targeted population. The population 

for this research study consisted of experienced forensic analysts attached to the DFS. 

Straits and Singleton (2018:106) predicate that after determining the unit of analysis, 
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the first task in sampling is to define the population of interest to describe the collection 

units that make up the population.  

6.3.2 Types of samples 

A purposive sampling method was best suitable to identify this sample because it is 

expected from the forensic analysts to have an extensive insight of the subject matter 

based on their special knowledge and expertise in the field of forensic science. This 

selection of the sample was in line with Walliman (2016:115) who argues that 

purposive sampling is where the researcher selects what he or she thinks is a typical 

sample based on specialist knowledge or selection criteria. Walliman (2016:116) 

further highlight that having selected a suitable sample method, the remaining task is 

to determine the sample size. The first impression is that the bigger the sample size, 

the more possibly there is of representing all the different characteristics of the 

population. It is also generally accepted that conclusions reached from the study of a 

large sample are more convincing than those made from a small sample.  

In addition to refining concepts and measurements, the researcher must decide whom 

or what he or she intends to study. The population for a study is that group, usually of 

people, about whom the researcher wants to draw conclusions. Researchers are 

almost never able to study all the members of the population that interests them; 

however, a sample is selected and studied (Babbie, 2017:117).  

The sample for this study included forensic analysts attached to the FSL and QM. In 

this study, a total of 47 participants were interviewed. The FSL consists of the 

Ballistics, Biology, Chemistry and Questioned Documents, Scientific Analysis 

Sections, amongst others. The participants willingly volunteered to participate in the 

research interview after being approached by the researcher and asked to participate 

in the research interviews for academic purposes. The quantity of the interviewed 

participants is relatively a large sample, which contribute to the validation and 

persuasive of the findings reached.  

6.3.3 Choice of samples 

The researcher’s choice of the sample is in accordance with literature by Brynard et 

al., (2014:56), who highlight that a sample of a population is used to: 
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➢ Sample the research- it is easier to study a representative sample of a 

population than to study the entire population; 

➢ Save time- studying an entire population can be time-consuming, especially 

if the population is very large or distributed over a large geographical area; 

➢ Cut costs- observing, interviewing, or using questionnaires to collect data 

from every element of population, can be very costly if the population is large 

and geographically distributed over a large area, and; 

➢ Determining specific properties of the whole (an example would be to eat 

a single slice of an apple- if it is sweet, then the whole apple is perceived to 

be sweet). 

 

For the purposes of this study, Figure 6.1 below is used as illustration for the 

proportions of participants interviewed per Section of the DFS. The pie-chart below 

depicts the interviewed participants from various Sections. The aim of using a graph 

should be to communicate and illustrate in a simple and easy to understand manner 

(Churches & Dommett, 2016:134). 

Figure 6.1: Proportion of participants interviewed per Section

 

Babbie (2013:236) highlight that another aspect of research is deciding who to study; 

in other words, which potential research subject should be included in the study 

(sampling). It is also important to reveal the response rate of the sample. Research 

rates indicate the number of subjects, out of the total sample, who participated in the 
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full study. The higher the response rate, the better the study will be perceived as being 

valid and reliable. A relatively high number of participants took part in this research 

project. A total of 47 willing and experienced forensic analysts were interviewed and 

invaluable data was sourced from these participants. The participants were from 

various Sections of the DFS, as illustrated above, and possessed different levels of 

expertise and qualifications. The inclusion criteria required that participants have a 

minimum of at least five years’ experience in the DFS and have insight on forensic 

report writing. 

Bless, Higson-Smith and Sithole (2014:163), outline the main advantages of sampling, 

as compared to the collection of data from the whole population, as follows: 

➢ Gathering data by using a sample is less time consuming and less costly. It 

would take forever for the researcher to involve the entire population of the 

forensic service, and such would result in much more financial cost and time 

wastage; 

➢ Sometimes, sampling may be the only practical method of data collection. In 

this study, sampling was the only practical way to collect data as it would have 

been practically impossible to involve each individual of the population; 

➢ Sampling is a practical method of collecting data when the population is 

extremely large, as is the case in the population of the DFS, thus making a 

study of all its elements impossible. 

Guthrie (2010:53) reveals that a decision must be made as to exactly what group of 

people or objects must be studied to obtain the information required, and the study 

usually focuses on the sample taken from the entire group. For this study, the 

researcher had mainly focused on the experienced participants in the provinces of 

Gauteng and KZN, and purposively sampled the experienced forensic analysts, 

comprising quality managers, operational members, and trainers with vast experience 

in dealing with court cases relating to the forensic reports. Subsequently, the 

researcher in this study found it befitting to focus the research on the DFS as the target 

population and draw a sample from the identified target population. 

For this study, heterogeneous and homogenous sampling typologies were best 

suitable to gather relevant information required to address research objectives and 

answer the research questions. Heterogeneous sampling typology relies on 
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researcher’s judgement to select participants with diverse characteristics. This is done 

to ensure the presence of maximum variability within the primary data. The researcher 

made an informed judgement to select members of the DFS who had diverse 

characteristics in terms of knowledge, academic qualifications, and expertise. 

Homogeneous sampling typology focuses on one subgroup in which all sample 

members similar, such as particular occupation in the organisation. The sample 

selected comprised of forensic analysts, QM personnel, facilitation and development 

personnel, and operational members. The entire sample is similar in so far as their 

occupation, which are forensic analysts.   

6.4 DATA COLLECTION 

Johnson (2012:66) states that data constitutes any form of information, observations 

or facts that are collected or recorded. Mouton (2001:156) states that a first general 

principle in data collection is that the inclusion of multiple sources of data collection in 

a research project is likely to increase the reliability of the observations. Qualitative 

research involves surveys, case studies, interviews, questionnaires, experiments, 

evaluation, and ethnographic studies as data collection techniques (Braun & Clarke, 

2013:33).  

This research project made use of both primary and secondary data which was 

generated by the researcher during the entire study. Leedy and Ormrod (2001:95) say 

that primary data is often the most valid, the most illuminating, and the most truthful 

means of data collection. Frequently used data collection methods in qualitative 

research, including observations, interviewing, literature study and documentary 

sources, were used in this study (Mouton, 2001:98-105). Triangulation is a research 

instrument in which an attempt is usually made to corroborate findings in accordance 

with at least three or more different approaches (Welman et al., 2005:194). 

Triangulation was also used to ensure that all aspects of this research study were 

covered. In this research, triangulation was achieved by collecting different types of 

data, using different data collecting sources, collecting data at different times, and 

having other experts and authorities in the field of study to review the data to check 

for accuracy and adjust the findings in accordance with the generated data (Johnson, 

2012:93). This research study made use of three data collection techniques to verify 

and validate the information obtained objectively and accurately. These were as 

follows: 
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6.4.1 Literature study 

A literature study is a written summary of journal articles, books and other documents 

that describe the past and current state of information on the topic of the research 

study (Creswell, 2012:80). In this research study, literature was studied for content 

pertaining to the subject of this research. A careful and systematic search was 

conducted in both national and international literature such as journals, articles, course 

manuals, books, theses and dissertations, various other publications, and literature 

found on the Internet, as mentioned in the list of references. However, the researcher 

could not find a topic similar or identical to the one being researched. Currently, there 

does not seem to be any literature on the specific topic of “an analysis of the 

standardisation of forensic report for court”, hence this topic differs from other similar 

researched topics.   

According to Guthrie (2010:28, 29), a literature study is an analysis of relevant 

publications, usually from the previous ten years or so, that help to set the context for, 

and define, the research topic. Dissertations and thesis completed within the last ten 

years that were relevant to the topic were perused to verify what other researchers 

had found. One role of the literature study was to exclude those parts of the literature 

that were not relevant to the approach that the researcher followed and to avoid 

conducting research on the already exploited field of study. 

During the literature study, the researcher could not find literature on the exact topic 

under research on this study, as a result, insufficient sources relating to the 

standardisation of forensic reports were found. To find relevant literature, although 

limited, the researcher used specific concepts derived from the research topic, the 

research aim, and research questions. Literature study is a multifaceted strategy used 

to explore a particular system and could involve collection of both qualitative and 

quantitative data; typically, it includes interviews and surveys, observations, document 

reviews and assessments (Mertens, 2009:169). A literature study is carried out mainly 

by reading published material that appears relevant to the research topic. This process 

is also known as a literature review (Bless, Higson-Smith & Sithole, 2014:49). The 

following concepts were used during literature searches to elicit positive response: 

➢ Accreditation; 

➢ Analysis; 
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➢ Standardisation; 

➢ Forensic science; and 

➢ Forensic report. 

All the collected data was systematically analysed to determine the relationship 

between concepts and constructs with the topic in question so that the relevant 

information could be used to add to the body of the research study (Mouton, 

2001:108). 

The purpose of literature review, according to Bless et al., (2014:49), is to achieve the 

following objectives: 

➢ To sharpen and deepen the theoretical framework of the research. That is, to 

study the various theories related to the topic, from an interdisciplinary 

perspective where possible; 

➢ To familiarise the researcher with the latest developments in the area of 

research, as well as in related areas; 

➢ To identify gaps in the body of knowledge, as well as weakness in previous 

studies, meaning to determine what has already been done and what is yet to 

be studied or improved; 

➢ To discover connections, contradictions, or other relationships between 

different research results by comparing various investigations; and 

➢ To study the advantages and disadvantages of the research methods used by 

other researchers, and to adapt or improve on them in one’s own research. 

Concurrently and in addition to the above-mentioned purposes of literature review, 

Blumberg, Cooper and Schindler (2014:89) are of the view that the literature review 

serves to: 

➢ Establish the context of the problem or topic by reference to previous work; 

➢ Understand the structure of the problem in question; 

➢ Relate theories and ideas to the research problem; 

➢ Identify relevant variables and relations; 

➢ Rationalise the significance of the problem and the study presented; 

➢ Synthesise and gain a new perspective on the problem under research; and 

➢ Show what has to be done in the light of the existing knowledge. 
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6.4.2 Interviews 

According to Denscombe (2007:173), interviews are an attractive proposition for 

project researchers. Guthrie (2010:118) adds by stating that interviewing is the most 

common data collection technique in social science, and it is virtually impossible to 

conduct a research project without an interview, even if it is only informally to obtain 

advice about the research design. Leedy and Ormrod (2005:184) are of the view that 

one-on-one interviews yield the highest and the best response.  

During this study, the researcher conducted virtual interviews with the willing and 

available members of the DFS who had five years and more experience in the field of 

forensic science. Dantzker and Hunter (2012:126) describe interviewing as the 

interaction between two or more individuals where one of the individual’s goals is to 

obtain recognizable response to specific questions. 

Walliman (2016:128) says that one-on-one interviews are advantageous because they 

can be repeated several times over a period to track development. The researcher is 

also in good position to judge the quality of the responses, to notice if a question has 

not been properly understood and to encourage the participants to be comprehensive 

in their answers to get the best out of the responses. However, due to the outbreak of 

the Severe Acute Respiratory Syndrome (SARS) Coronavirus (also referred to as 

Covid-19) globally, which also affected South Africa, the researcher had to resort to 

virtual interviews with the participants to conduct individual interviews where face-to-

face interviews were not possible due to the lock-down regulations which were 

imposed to curb the spread of the outbreak. The use of virtual interviews was 

necessary to minimise the risk of exposure of contracting or spreading the virus. This 

type of technology was used to protect both the participants and the researcher from 

the risk of Covid-19 and was effective in gathering the required information obtained 

through virtual interviews. The researcher took cognisance and adhered to the 

University of South Africa’s (UNISA) COVID-19 Position Statement on Research 

Ethics (UNISA, 2020) which stipulates that a responsible human participant research 

approach was required in the context of COVID-19. The COVID-19 Position Statement 

prescribed that the researcher should not conduct face-to-face interviews – for the 

duration of the lockdown period – because it posed an inherent risk to participants 

and/or researchers. This condition was strictly adhered to in the interest of participants 
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and researchers. The researcher complied with the principles prescribed by UNISA’s 

(2020) COVID-19 Position Statement on Research Ethics as indicated below: 

➢ While conducting research, clear practical risk mitigation measures must be 

taken for the protection of the participants, the community, the researcher, and 

research support staff from any risks of harm. 

➢ The researcher assessed the risk-benefit ratio of the research study, 

particularly in relation to the risks of face-to-face contact and the collection of 

data in public spaces or in locations where social distancing cannot be 

practiced.  

➢ The participants’ self-determination rights were respected and always 

carefully considered. This included the participants’ right to withdraw, right to 

decline to participate, and right to explore alternative participation methods. 

The virtual interview did not, in any way, compromise the quality of the data collected 

through interviews. If anything, the use of technology means to conduct interviews was 

more efficient and cost effective as it reduced the travel and accommodation costs. In 

addition, both the researcher and the participant could conduct the interview at their 

separate preferred places with which they felt comfortable. This alternative method of 

data collection is supported by Dantzker and Hunter (2012:128) who advocate that 

there are times when it is not possible to conduct face-to-face interview, but the 

interview method is still necessary, in which case a telephone or video interview 

becomes more useful. 

6.4.3 Types of interviews 

Robson (2000:90) identifies three different types of interviews, namely informal, semi-

structured and structured interviews. The researcher used the semi-structured 

interview because the questions asked were predetermined and the same for every 

participant. The questions were derived from the research questions and the aim of 

the study. The semi-structured interviews also allowed for both open-ended and 

closed-ended questions during the interview (Robson, 2000:90). Dantzker and Hunter 

(2012:126) highlight that the most used type of interview in criminal justice research is 

the semi-structured interview. This requires the use of closed-ended questions that 

every individual interviewed must be asked in the same order. The advantages to this 
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type of interview are that (a) it can be easily administered, (b) has high response rate, 

and (c) makes data processing much easier. 

The researcher used one interview schedule (refer to Annexure A, attached hereto) 

which comprised all the questions which were posed to and answered by all 

participants. Only one interview schedule was used for all participants to maintain 

uniformity and consistency, thereby providing all participants fair and equal opportunity 

in responding to the research questions without bias and or favouritism. The questions 

were derived to address the identified research problem and guided by the research 

aim and the objectives. 

A pilot interview was conducted in which senior members and managers of the DFS 

were involved in discussing the problem statement and other issues relating to the 

study, such as the questions in the interview schedule and their relevance to the field 

of study. The purpose of the pilot interview was to determine the feasibility and the 

suitability of the questions to elicit the appropriate responses needed to address the 

research problem. The members who took part in the pilot interview did not participate 

in the actual research interviews, as stated by Leedy and Ormrod (2010:110-111), 

which is the standard and accepted procedure.  

During the research study, the researcher adhered to, and used the guidelines for 

conducting a productive interview as outlined by Leedy and Ormrod (2005:159), by 

adhering to the following aspects: 

Safe location: Making sure that there was a suitable location for conducting the 

interview.  

Establish rapport: Conducting an ice-breaker exercise to put the participants at ease 

and to make them feel comfortable, by first asking how the workload was at their 

offices and asked them to share the highlights of working as forensic analysts. This 

exercise helped to establish and maintain rapport; 

Obtain permission: Written permission was obtained from the SAPS (refer to 

Annexure B) prior to conducting interviews with the participants, and a copy was 

always available for any participant who wanted to see it; 
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Seek consent: Prior informed consent was obtained from each participant and a 

consent form was signed. A consent form template is attached hereto as Annexure 

D); 

Keep records: Making notes of the participants’ responses without interrupting them. 

The participants' responses were written down on the answer sheet by the researcher 

and were read back to them (participants) for verification. Audio recordings of the 

interviews were made; and  

No undue influence: Ensuring that the participants were not unduly influenced in any 

manner during the interview, the participants voluntarily agreed to participate in the 

research interview without being pressurised or coerced. 

In addition, Leedy and Ormrod (2010:149-152) are of the view that the following 

aspects should be complied with during research interview: 

Identify questions in advance: The researcher made use of a semi-structured 

interview schedule, which prevented the interview from drifting away from the topic; 

Consider how participants’ cultural backgrounds could influence their 

responses: The interview questions were not culturally-based, as they focused on the 

subject matter – which the participants were doing daily, without cultural interference; 

Make sure that participants are representative of the group: Only forensic analysts 

attached to the DFS were interviewed, and it was expected of them to have insight 

into the topic in question; 

Focus on the actual: The researcher made sure that the questions on the interview 

schedule were answered without losing focus of the research aim; 

Do not put words into participants’ mouths: The researcher made sure not to put 

words in participants’ mouths, by not assisting them in answering the questions; 

Record the answers: The answers provided by the participants were written on the 

answer sheet, and were read back to each participant for verification; 

Keep your reactions to yourself: The researcher kept his reactions to himself, 

without expressing approval or disapproval of the answers provided. This was done 

by avoiding head nodding and other facial expressions; 
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Be perceptual: Always treat all responses as perceptions rather than as facts; and  

Take the group dynamic into account: The researcher took the group dynamic into 

account by conducting all the interviews between the researcher and the participant in 

private. This practice helped to eliminate the impact of group dynamics. 

Any research study involving human beings must respect participants’ rights to 

privacy. Under no circumstances should a research report, either verbal or written, be 

presented in such a way that other people become aware of how a participant has 

responded or behaved - unless, of course, the participant has specifically granted 

permission in writing for this to happen. Consent to, and confidentiality of, the 

interview, together with the information received, were prioritised during this research 

project. Interviews were conducted at the interviewee’s place of comfort, and the 

interviews were controlled and conducted in a private office or boardroom with limited 

access, allowing the participants to express their feelings without fear of being out of 

scope or unduly influenced (Leedy & Ormrod, 2015:123). 

According to Denscombe (2007:173), interviews should not be conducted with secret 

recording of discussions, or the use of casual conversation as research; however, it 

should be made clear that it is an interview intended to gather information for the 

purposes of the study. The researcher kept a record of all the relevant data of each 

interview, such as the date of the interview, the consent forms, the responses 

provided, and the participants' numbers – for example, Participant One. 

As a matter of personal safety, comfort, and to maximise the output of an interview, it 

is important for the interviewer to ensure that all distractions were removed, 

interruptions were guarded against, and the participants were not accompanied by 

other members, especially in case of one-on-one interviews. It was also important to 

select a neutral location in which participants felt free and comfortable. Special care 

was taken to avoid the “principal’s office syndrome” by selecting a location that was 

not likely to be intimidating to the participants (Goetsch. 2014:163). The use of virtual 

interviews was of great value in eliminating the “principal’s office syndrome” as the 

participants were responsible for choosing a place with which they preferred to 

conduct this research interview from. Mason (2009:63) submits that interviews are one 

of the most recognised forms of the qualitative research method. Interviews are the 

most prominent data collection tool in qualitative research and are very effective for 
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accessing people’s perceptions, meanings, definitions of situations and personal 

experiences, thus, a very powerful tool we have for understanding others (Punch, 

2014:144).  

6.4.4 Advantages of interviews 

The following advantages of interviews, as outlined by Blumberg et al., (2014:213), 

prompted the researcher to choose personal interviews: 

➢ The greatest value of interviews lies in the depth of information and detail that 

can be secured; 

➢ It is more interactive and exceeds the information secured by other means of 

data collection; 

➢ The interviewer has more and direct control than in other data collection 

methods; 

➢ The interviewer can set up and control interviewing conditions; and 

➢ The interviewers can also adjust the language of the interview as they observe 

any problems and the effects the interview is having on the participants. 

The following disadvantages, pointed out by Blumberg et al., (2014:213), were also 

identified and appropriate steps taken to mitigate their effects: 

➢ Interviewing is very costly in terms of money and time: the researcher has 

interviewed only interested participants, instead of all the members of the 

DFS, with a view to reduce financial costs and save time. The use of virtual 

interviews has significantly reduced the traveling cost and also saved time; 

➢ Costs are particularly high if the study covers a wide geographical area: 

the researcher has narrowed the geographical area from possible nation-wide 

interviews to a manageable area of Pretoria in Gauteng and Durban in KZN 

that have a large number of participants of the target population relevant to 

this study. To ensure that the interviews were conducted in a manner that they 

yielded maximum outcome, the researcher adhered to Bryman, Bell, 

Hirschsohn, Dos Santos, Du Toit, Mesenge, Van Aardt and Wagner 

(2014:228), who believe that there are some practical details to attend to 

before the interview that are outlined as follows: 
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➢ The researcher should ensure that he or she is familiar with the setting in 

which the interviewee works. This helps the interviewer to understand what 

the interviewee is saying in response to the interview questions; 

➢ Get hold of a good digital recording device. Qualitative researchers nearly 

always record and then transcribe their interviews. While it is important to take 

notes during an interview, a recording is important for the detailed analysis 

required in qualitative research and to ensure that the answers are captured 

in their own words; and  

➢ Make sure that the interview takes place in a quiet and private setting. 

Recording devices are very sensitive to background noise and it may be 

impossible to transcribe the interview at a later stage.  

With the expansion of technology has come the ability to clearly record interviews by 

audio. Modern interviewers have resorted to making use of this technology in 

conjunction with the traditional way of writing down the responses from the participants 

in order to achieve a high degree of accuracy. The presence and utilisation of an audio 

recorder have the potential to minimise the interview period, as the interviewer may 

be transcribing while the audio recorder is recording the process. This saves time, 

especially that of the participants (Zulawski & Wicklander, 2002:420). 

For this research study, recordings of the interviews were made, although some 

participants were wary of having their responses recorded and raised a concern that 

such recording could potentially reveal their identity by means of voice recognition. 

Assurance was made to wary participants that no person will have access to the 

recording and that the recording was made exclusively for academic purposes. 

6.4.5 Practical experience and bracketing 

Creswell and Creswell (2018:20) view that researchers’ personal training and 

experiences also influence their choice of research approach. Those who enjoy writing 

in a literary way or conducting personal interviews or making up-close observations 

may gravitate to the qualitative research approach. During the period of this research 

project, the researcher had over 18 years' practical investigation experience in the 

SAPS. Six years were spent at a detective branch, and 5 years was spent as a forensic 

analyst at the FSL in Pretoria. Eight years were spent as a Chief forensic analyst and 

a Commander of the QDA attached to the Questioned Documents Section (QDS), 
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responsible for the forensic analysis and examination of questioned documents and 

writing forensic reports for court purposes, amongst others. In addition, the researcher 

has a National Diploma (ND) in Policing, Baccalaureus Technologiae (BTECH) degree 

in Policing, Magister Technologiae (MTECH) degree in Forensic Investigations, and 

has attended multiple forensic document examination and forensic investigations 

courses and seminars provided by the SAPS and other private and state institutions 

within and outside the borders of South Africa. 

Prior to the interviews, the researcher disclosed that he was a member of the target 

group and clarified that he intended to obtain opinions and not share his own 

knowledge (Braun & Clarke, 2013:93). The researcher did not use his personal 

experience and personality to influence the research by either guiding or assisting the 

participants during the interviews, and the researcher has acknowledged the sources 

cited to remain objective. 

According to Leedy and Ormrod (2010:215), a researcher’s personality may affect the 

responses of participants during an interview. In asking questions, the researcher’s 

tone of voice, or the inflection or emphasis within the sentence, might influence how a 

participant reply. The researcher made sure that his voice-tone was acceptable and 

not in any way influential or intimidating, rather firm and audible enough for the 

participants to hear and understand the question at once. 

6.4.6 Document analysis 

It is important to distinguish clearly between literature review of the study and using 

documents or textual data as part of data collection. The two do overlap in the sense 

that they both deal with data sources in some or other written format but including 

document analysis as part of data collection strategy is distinct from the literature in 

which all researchers involve themselves during research project. Furthermore, the 

use of documents (textual data) as data gathering technique will focus on all type of 

written communications that may shed light on the phenomenon that is under 

investigation (Maree, 2016:88). For the purposes of this study, documents such as 

policies and SOPs were analysed to obtain information which they have relating to the 

content and the structure of the forensic reports. This method has provided an insight 

of what is the prescribed requirement of the forensic report issued by the forensic 

service for court purposes as outlined in the policies and SOP. The contents of these 
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documents were analysed and compared with the information provided by the forensic 

analysts during interviews. In addition, the legal prescripts pertaining to the subject 

matter were perused to enhance and collaborate data obtained from the research 

interview and to determine compliance or lack thereof. 

6.5 DATA ANALYSIS 

De Vos et al., (2005:333), posit that data analysis is the process of bringing order, 

structure and meaning to the mass of collected information. Data analysis in a 

qualitative inquiry which necessitates a two-fold approach: the first aspect involves 

data analysis at the research site during data collection, and the second aspect 

involves data analysis away from the site after collecting the data (De Vos et al., 

2005:335). 

The data gathered by means of the interviews, the literature study and the document 

analysis were carefully analysed. The researcher also used the two-fold data analysis 

process, whereby the data analysis took place during the actual interview with the 

participants, by placing the relevant collected data under the question concerned, and 

after the interviews, away from the interview site. The two-fold system that the 

researcher used is supported by De Vos et al., (2005:334), who state that the process 

of data analysis and interpretation can best be represented by a spiral image called 

the 'data analysis spiral'. The researcher used an analytical circle, rather than using a 

fixed linear approach. For the purposes of this study, the researcher made use of the 

data analysis spiral, as outlined by Leedy and Ormrod (2001:159): (a) Firstly, the 

researcher captured raw data and divided it in accordance with its similarities; (b) 

Secondly, all the information was perused and compared, and the primary 

interpretation of the data was done; (c) Thirdly, a large amount of data and information 

was grouped into smaller categories, in order to have more meaning; and (d) Fourthly, 

analysed data was grouped into similar categories, a preliminary analysis was 

conducted, and interpretation done. Findings were incorporated into the research 

report. 

6.5.1 Data analysis principles 

Creswell and Creswell (2018:94) outline the following data analysis principles, which 

the researcher heed and applied in this research in the manner explained: 
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Avoid going narrative: it is easy to support and embrace the perspective of 

participants in the study. In qualitative studies, this means taking sides and only 

discussing the results that place the participants in a favourable light. The researcher 

was objective in recording the findings as they were all captured and presented as 

they were obtained during the study, without any favouritism. 

Avoid disclosing only positive results: it is academically dishonest to withhold 

important results or to cast the results in a favourable light to the participants or 

researcher’s inclinations. The researcher reported a full range of findings, including 

findings that may be contrary to the themes. 

Respect the privacy of participants: in qualitative research, inquirers use aliases 

and pseudonyms for individuals to protect the identities of the participants. In this 

study, the researcher has never disclosed the identity of any participant in any way. 

The participants were given codes (such as participant 1) which could not be traced 

back to an individual who participated in the research project. 

Randolph (2018:83) says that one of the advantages of a data analysis spiral is the 

fact that the process of data collection, data analysis and report writing are not distinct 

steps in the research process, but they are interrelated and often occur simultaneously 

in a research project. The following data analysis spiral steps were applied during this 

research project: 

➢ Data management 

In this step, the researcher segmented, documented, and organised the collected 

data. He segmented the data set by breaking it down into units of analysis such as 

phrases, sentences, and paragraphs.  

➢ Description, classification, and interpretation 

The researcher provided detailed descriptions of phrases within the context of the 

setting of the person, place, or event. Description becomes a good place to start in a 

qualitative study, after reading and managing data, and it plays a central role in a case 

study. Identification and grouping of related phenomena were conducted and 

classified in accordance with their similarities during this step. The researcher also 

interpreted and made sense of the data that was not as clear as it should be. 
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➢ Data presentation 

During this step, the researcher found ways to present the data, including the 

presentation of preliminary findings to the stakeholders in order to obtain their 

interpretation of the data and to increase the validity of the data through member 

checking. 

➢ The research report writing 

The researcher compiled a research report based on the information obtained during 

the research project with a view to provide an objective and reliable finding that would 

contribute to the body of knowledge within the field of study, the academic fraternity, 

and society at large. 

6.6 TRUSTWORTHINESS OF THE STUDY 

Trustworthiness in qualitative research refers to the extent to which the research 

procedures and data generated can be reliable. It is concerned with the demonstration 

of validation of transferability, credibility, dependability, and conformity of the research 

study through an appropriate, transparent, and auditable research process. Wild and 

Diggines (2015:64) postulate that qualitative research is about exploring issues, 

understanding underlying reasons and motivations. The aim is to explain current 

situation and describe the situation for a particular group so the findings can be 

generalised. The quality of qualitative research lies in its trustworthiness. 

Trustworthiness involves establishing credibility, transferability, dependability, 

conformability, and authenticity. Welman et al., (2005:199), describes trustworthiness 

as the position of trust built by the researcher with the group of members or 

participants. According to Kumar (2014:184), trustworthiness in a qualitative study is 

determined by four indicators, namely: credibility, transferability, dependability and 

conformability, and these indicators reflect validity and reliability in qualitative 

research.  

6.6.1 Credibility 

Kumar (2014:185) indicates that credibility involves establishing that the results of 

qualitative research are credible or believable from the perspective of the participants 

in the research. Since qualitative studies explore perceptions, experience, feelings, 

and beliefs of the people, it is believed that the participants are the best judges to 
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determine whether the research findings have been able to reflect their opinions and 

feelings correctly. 

As a result, the researcher explored national and international literature during this 

study and interviewed experienced members of the DFS who are believed and 

expected to be very knowledgeable on the topic under research. The participants were 

fairly chosen, thus ensuring the credibility of this study.  

In line with Creswell (2014:2010), the researcher used:  

Member checking: to determine the accuracy of the qualitative findings by taking the 

findings of this study back to the participants to determine whether they felt that the 

findings of this study are accurate and represented their views. The researcher took 

the major findings of this research after an analysis to the participants so that they 

could have an opportunity to comment.  

Prolonged engagement: the interviews with individual participants were prolonged 

to allow for the ventilation of all research questions and providing participants enough 

time to fully substantiate their responses and to ensure that they have answered the 

questions to the best of their ability. On average, each interview session lasted for an 

hour, and this time frame is reasonably long enough. 

Researcher authority: the researcher was (during the research study) a manager in 

the field of forensics and has been involved in the field of forensics for over 14 years. 

In addition, the researcher was supervised by two scholars who have verifiable 

experience in academic research.  

De Vos et al., (2011:419), explain that credibility is the alternative to internal validity, 

and with credibility the goal is to demonstrate that the research was conducted in such 

a manner as to ensure that the participants had been accurately identified and 

described. The credibility of qualitative study can be increased through prolonged 

engagement and persistent observation in the field, triangulation of different methods, 

making use of formalized qualitative methods, and member checks. 

6.6.2 Transferability 

Transferability refers to the degree to which the results of qualitative research can be 

generalized or transferred to other contexts or settings; it conveys that the theoretical 
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knowledge obtained from qualitative research can be applied to other similar 

individuals, groups, or situations (Kumar, 2014:185).  

A fair process was followed in respect of the selection of the participants who were 

representative of the entire membership of the DFS, as all members had equal 

opportunity to be selected and participate in this study. All willing members could 

participate in this study and those willing and readily available were interviewed. The 

application of the same selection criterion to another situation in the future could yield 

the same results. 

6.6.3 Dependability 

Dependability is very similar to the concept of reliability. In qualitative study, it is 

concerned with whether one would obtain the same results if one observed the same 

thing twice (Kumar, 2011:185). The participants in this study were selected fairly, 

without any bias, undue influence or discrimination. 

De Vos et al., (2011:420), explain that the researcher must ask whether the research 

process is presented logically and well documented; other authors feel that 

dependability is noted as the alternative to reliability, whereby the researcher attempts 

to account for changing conditions in the phenomenon chosen for research to be 

conducted on. In line with Creswell (2014:237), the researcher collected data by 

means of a literature study, interviews, and documents analysis, while ensuring that 

his personal experience did not influence the outcome of the study, thus ensuring that 

the results of this study are indeed dependable. 

6.6.4 Conformability 

Conformability refers to the degree to which the results could be confirmed or 

corroborated by others. It is also like reliability in qualitative study. Conformability is 

possible only if two research efforts follow the process in an identical manner for the 

results to be compared (Kumar, 2011:185). Furthermore, Creswell (2014:237) agrees 

that conformability, which is like replicability, requires that other researchers or 

observers should be able to obtain similar findings by following a similar research 

process in a similar context. If another researcher conducts research on this topic with 

the same target group, following the same research methodology, the same research 

findings could be reached, which causes this study to have high transferability. 
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6.6.5 Authenticity 

Klenke (2016:40) describes authenticity as an important quality criterion which is 

consistent with the view that research accounts represent consensus of views 

regarding what is viewed as true. Authenticity also refers to the reassurance that the 

construct and evaluation of research project are genuine, credible, and trustworthy, in 

terms of real-life experience and perceptions of the involved participants and within 

the entire population in which the research is undertaken. 

A research project is authentic when it is generally fair towards the participants, 

reflects the true viewpoints and ideas and thrives to action participants to cooperate 

towards the improvement of their real social lives. It is achieved by promoting fairness 

to the participants, an understanding of the viewpoints and ideas of others. It should 

be educative, authentic and empower participants and those concerned to act (Klenke, 

2016:40). 

The researcher, during the data collection phase, was generally fair towards the 

participants by allowing them to answer questions based on their knowledge gained 

through their experience as well as through academic education, thereby granting 

them an opportunity to express themselves freely without any undue influence. The 

information received from the participants was not altered in any manner that could 

influence its intended meaning; hence, the data analysis was conducted with strict 

consideration of the meaning of the data collected from the participants to be 

authentic. 

6.7 ETHICAL CONSIDERATIONS 

Apart from instrumental and procedural concerns, collecting data from people raises 

ethical concerns. These include taking care to avoid harming people, having due 

regard for their privacy, respecting them as individuals and not subjecting them to 

unnecessary research. To avoid harming people, the researcher must guard against 

both physical and psychological harm. People have a right to privacy, and the 

researcher must keep collected data confidential. This simply means that the subject 

should not be identifiable to anyone reading the eventual research report. Most 

importantly, the researcher must remember that the research subjects are individual 

human beings and should be treated with appropriate respect (Goddard & Melville, 

2001:49). Ethics are defined as doing what is morally and legally right in the conducting 
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of research. This requires the researcher to be knowledgeable about what is being 

done by using sound reasoning when making decision and be both intellectual and 

truthful in approach and reporting. Central to ethics is the consideration of the 

consequences to be sure that the outcome of the research outweighs any negatives 

that might arise (Dantzker & Hunter, 2012:190). Ethical issues permeate every human 

activity, and this applies no less to research whether it has to do with experiments with 

animals, fieldwork with human subjects, data analysis and interpretation, citing literary 

sources, relations with colleagues, business dealings, administration of funds, or 

confidential commissioned research, ethical decisions and constraints are always 

involved in one way or the other (Holness, 2015:79). Walliman (2016:85) assent that 

quite obviously, research ethics are principally concerned with the effects of research 

on people, and, importantly, on those who get involved in the research process in one 

way or another. It is the researcher who plans the research project who has the 

responsibility to predict what effect will be on the people who will be involved in the 

research. 

For the purposes of this research study, the researcher has distinguished and 

explained two categories of ethical considerations in the following sub-headings: 

➢ Generic ethical considerations; 

➢ Domain specific ethical considerations. 

6.7.1 Generic ethical considerations 

Kumar (2005:210) predicates that all professions are guided by a code of ethics that 

has evolved over the years to accommodate the changing ethos, values, needs and 

expectations of those who hold a stake in the profession. In addition, Leedy and 

Ormrod (2001:101-103) provide the following ethical considerations that are very 

important while conducting the research: 

Informed consent: The researcher had, prior to conducting interviews with the 

participants, obtained written permission from the SAPS management (refer to 

Annexure B attached hereto) to conduct the research, and to interview the members 

of the DFS. Prior informed consent was sought from the individual participants as well, 

before commencing with the actual interviews, and the consent forms were signed by 

both the participants and the researcher. The actual prior informed consent forms 

signed by the participants are not attached to this thesis, to protect the identity of the 
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participants. Only a prior informed consent template used is attached to this research 

project. 

Right to privacy: The participants were assured of the privacy of their personal details 

by not mentioning their names in the report. Instead, they were identified by numbers, 

such as Participant 1, Participant 2, and so forth. The information supplied was used 

without revealing the identity of the participants. The interviews were conducted 

virtually on a one-on-one basis, and no one else was allowed to participate during the 

interview. No third party was secretly allowed by the researcher to be party to the 

proceeding.  This was done to maintain the right to privacy of the participants. 

Protection from harm: As a result of non-disclosure of the participants’ identity, they 

(participants) remained anonymous, which prevented them from experiencing any 

victimisation or harm because of participating in this research project. 

Honesty: The researcher ensured that he acknowledged all the sources used in the 

research, by citing the authors in both the in-text and reference list of the study, to 

maintain honesty and avoid plagiarism.   

By adhering to the above aspects, the researcher had complied with important 

requirements, as stated by De Vos et al., (2005:69). This refers to the prerequisite that 

no harm should come to the experimental subject, that the prospective participants 

should give their informed consent, that they should not be deceived in any way, and 

that the researcher must be competent and responsible.  

Transparency: The researcher always ensured transparency and made sure not to 

violate the UNISA Policy on Research Ethics (2007:128) in terms of plagiarism. The 

findings were based on the contents of the research, and no fabrication of data was 

made to support any findings. Proper referencing was done on all the sources used in 

this study (Leedy & Ormrod, 2005:102). 

In line with the UNISA Policy on Research Ethics (2007:128), the researcher ensured 

that all questions and answers were correctly recorded and reduced to writing. The 

participants were always assured of confidentiality. At no stage were their identities or 

their answers to the questions revealed to other persons without their consent. Maree 

(2016:44) believes that it is important to highlight ethical considerations regarding the 

research. An essential ethical aspect is the issue of protection of the participants’ 



148 
 

identities. This could include obtaining letters of consent and obtaining permission. It 

is also important for the researcher to familiarise him or herself with the ethics policy 

of the relevant institution that oversees or funds the research study. 

The impact of this research on the environment was taken into consideration; as a 

result, principles governing the treatment of people were ethically observed and ready 

to be implemented in case unforeseen circumstances arose. The UNISA Policy on 

Research Ethics is in line with the code of ethics as outlined by Leedy and Ormrod 

(2005:102) and was complied with during this study. 

In addition, the researcher also ensured adherence to formal ethical principles, and 

obtained an ethical clearance certificate from UNISA in accordance with Graziano and 

Raulin (2014:83) who articulate that the first and most basic of all the ethical principles 

is that researchers must do no harm and be always ethical.  The following ethical 

principles were also adhered to: 

Beneficence: the risk to participants should be minimised and benefits to participants 

and society should be maximised. Any possible risk to the participants should be 

weighed against the possible benefits. To mitigate the risk of contracting the 

Coronavirus, the researcher had, conducted interviews virtually.  

Autonomy: it is the rights of the participants to decide whether they will participate, 

and they must be given enough information on which to make that decision. No person 

should be forced, either overtly or covertly, to participate in research. At the core of 

the principle of autonomy is the right to participate voluntarily in social research or 

decline to participate. This principle is linked with the principle of confidentiality. All 

participants participated freely and voluntarily without any undue influence. 

Justice: both the risks and the benefits of the research should be shared equally by 

all members of the population. There were no risks identified associated with this 

study. The research findings were made available to the participants to reflect on, thus 

sharing the outcome of the research with all role players.  

Fidelity: the principle of fidelity implies faithfulness and keeping promises or 

agreements, specifically between the researcher and the participants. Thus, engaging 

in deception or breaching confidentiality is an ethical violation that infringes on a 

participant’s right. No deceitful promises were made to lure participants to partake in 
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the research interview and the researcher was honest and truthful about the purpose 

of the study; and 

Discontinuance: participants must be given every assurance that they are free to 

discontinue their participation at any time without being required to provide an 

explanation.  

The participants in this research had the right to know what the study involved, and 

the researcher gave them (participants) enough information so they could freely 

decide whether to participate in the research project or not (Bless et al., 2014:39). In 

this study, the researcher took into consideration the well-being of the participants 

involved. The following core ethical principles underlying the research process which 

involves individual participants were adhered to (Wild & Diggines. 2015:27). 

Respect: The researcher afforded all participants an opportunity to express 

themselves in the manner that they feel comfortable without interruptions, with special 

consideration of the cultural and religious diversity. 

Welfare: The researcher ensured protection and welfare of those participating in the 

research process by minimising potential risks that may be incurred and by providing 

participants with relevant information regarding the risks of the research, if any; and 

Justice: No participant was subjected to extra burden, and all participants enjoyed the 

same benefits from the research process without any preferential treatment to others. 

Voluntary participation: Participation should be voluntary. If not, there must be valid 

reasons that can be given showing that the knowledge could not otherwise be 

reasonably obtained and that no harm will come to the participants from their 

compulsory involvement. For this purpose, academic institutions have the Institutional 

Review Board (IRB), also known as Ethics Review Committee (ERC) which ensures 

research ethical compliance. Voluntary participation in the research must be voluntary 

and free from coercion. Participants should feel free to refuse to divulge certain 

information about themselves. The researcher explained to all the participants that the 

participation in the research study is voluntary and should a participant feels 

uncomfortable at any time of the interview or wishes not to disclose certain information, 

they should feel free to say so and that they are not obliged to answer to any question 

that they feel encroaches on their rights (Van Rooyen, 2000:100). Dantzker and 
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Hunter (2012:191) believe that the following ethical research criteria should be 

followed to produce ethical research: (a) avoid harmful research, (b) be objective in 

designing, conducting, and evaluating the research, (c) use integrity in the 

performance and reporting of the research, and (d) protect confidentiality. Steenkamp 

(2012:43) postulates that ethics is about doing the right thing within a moral framework. 

The ever-present challenge, of course, is not just determining what is right but also 

following through and doing what is ethically correct. 

Furthermore, Du Plooy-Cilliers et al., (2014:269), indicate that apart from ethical issues 

concerning the research participants, there are several ways in which the researcher’s 

approach to data analysis and data reporting can be unethical, such as falsifying 

information, distorting results, allowing bias to influence interpretation or results, 

misusing information, and using inappropriate research method. 

Falsifying information is the deliberate fabrication or changing data. There are 

several reasons why researchers falsify information, (a) to save their reputation or to 

gain status, (b) to keep their findings or to secure additional funding, (c) to gratify 

employer or to keep their jobs, (d) to avoid difficult, boring, or time-consuming aspects 

of data collection and analysis, (e) to get desired outcome, or (f) to retain a client. 

Distorting results is somewhat different from fabricating information. There are often 

different ways of interpreting or communicating the same results. One is guilty of 

distorting results when he or she deliberately (a) emphasise certain aspects over other 

aspects of equal significance, and (b) quote numbers out of context, which might 

distort interpretation. 

Bias is much more subtle than falsifying or distorting information because researchers 

themselves may not even be aware of it. Bias in research is the desire or expectation 

of achieving a particular result. This may influence the research results in the sense 

of how and where the researcher collects data and how the researcher interprets such 

data. Bias destroys credibility. As a fact finder, the researcher contributes a crucially 

important set of findings. Any perception of bias detected in the study could tarnish the 

credibility of the finding made (van Rooyen, 2008:339). 
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Misusing information: any data collected from the participants for research purposes 

may not be used for any other purpose, unless the researcher has obtained permission 

from the participants to do so. 

Using inappropriate research methods: inappropriate methods are those that are 

either harmful to participants or highly unsuited to the researcher’s stated purpose or 

result. As researchers, it is our ethical responsibility to protect our participants from 

harm and to constantly question whether our chosen methods and approaches are the 

most valid and ethical ways of solving our research problem or answering our research 

question. 

Research ethics address the question of which ethically relevant issues caused by the 

intervention of researchers can be expected to impact on the people with or about 

whom they research. In addition, it is concerned with the steps taken to protect those 

who participate in the research, if this is necessary (Flick, 2015:32). 

6.7.2 Domain specific ethical considerations 

Unlike the general ethical considerations, the domain specific ethical considerations 

relate to ethical behaviour that a researcher had to demonstrate pertaining to this 

particular study based on the position held in the DFS during the research study. As a 

result, the following domain specific ethical considerations were observed: 

Victimisation: the researcher ensured that there is no victimisation of members of the 

DFS who opted not to participate in the research project as participants. The 

researcher ensures that the position of a manager held at the point of research study 

was not in any way used as a coercive tool. 

Confidentiality: a high confidentiality level was maintained whereby information 

received from the participants pertaining to the DFS was not used prejudicial to the 

participants but was treated as data for the purposes of the research study. 

Privacy: the researcher ensured that the interview venue was neutral in a manner that 

it did not intentionally or unintentionally disclose to others, the participation of specific 

DFS members as participants in this study. 

Honesty: the researcher did not use the proximity to members and information as a 

reason not to conduct full interviews and documents analysis. A thorough interview 
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with participants was conducted and documents were thoroughly perused to gain more 

insight into their content as it relates to the research study. 

Neutrality: although the researcher as a manager in the DFS had a certain level of 

knowledge and information on the research topic, neutrality was key to ensure that 

more and new authentic information is derived from both the interviews and 

documents analysis. 

Indigenisation: in this study, an abstract was translated into two indigenous 

languages (Northern Sotho/Sepedi & IsiZulu) in a view to complement English in 

transmission of knowledge and information pertaining to this study to the wider 

audience. Although, the research questions and the research report were written in 

English, participants were allowed to provide their responses to the interview in their 

indigenous language. The responses provided in indigenous languages were 

translated and transcribed in English and verified with the participants. 

Africanisation:  this research study was conducted in the Continent of Africa. The 

participants who participated in this study provided knowledge, experiences, and 

views based on the African practices. Africanisation does not mean that international 

practices are not recognised, but the promotion of African knowledge and practices in 

Africa and the international community.  

6.8 RESEARCH LIMITATIONS 

Du Plooy-Cilliers et al., (2014:276), hint that limitations can be described as constraints 

in the research study that are out of the researcher’s control, such as time, financial 

resources, access to information, and so on. For this research study, the researcher 

had limited time constraints with which to complete the research project in line with the 

Ethics Research Committee Certificate (ERCC). The financial resources allocated to 

conduct this research study could not allow for an extended research study, hence the 

research project had to be limited in line with the available financial resources 

allocated. 

Furthermore, limitations may also surface due to a change in conditions during the 

research study. Similarly, there was a change in condition during the process of the 

study in that there was a global outbreak of the coronavirus, also known as Covid-19, 

which imposed restrictions and limitations on how the research should be conducted. 
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As a result, libraries were closed which posed some limitations in gaining access to 

literature and other research resources available in a library setting. The gradual 

easing of the lockdown regulations has resulted in limited services provided by 

libraries which opened with limited staff in accordance with the health protocols.  Due 

to the restriction imposed because of a national lockdown in South Africa, which limited 

movement of persons from one place to another, the research interviews could not be 

conducted by means of face-to-face interviews. 

Another limitation was relating to the number of participants in the study. Although a 

fair quantity of participants volunteered and participated in this research study, there 

were some potential participants who did not get an opportunity to participate due to 

contracting Covid-19 virus. Some could not participate due to lack or limited resources 

required for virtual interviews such as appropriate electronic resources, data and poor 

signal strength which led to poor connectivity. 

The identified limitations of this this study did not affect the research process and the 

outcome of the study. The identification of the limitations has assisted in mitigating the 

potential negative outcome. For this study, a reasonable and fair number of 

participants were interviewed. Additionally, there was sufficient literature study 

conducted relating to the research topic. 

Clearly identified limitations guide us in the reporting of findings and support the 

reliability and validity of research findings within the scope of a study. For a researcher, 

limitations can be constraining or even liberating. For example, such limitations could 

make the study to be more manageable or offering broad scope for future research 

and investigation. However, limitations are never indications of failure because the 

researcher does not have total control over every condition within the scope of a study; 

rather, it is natural for a research study to encounter limitations. The limitations of a 

research study need to be acknowledged and the researcher need to demonstrate 

that he or she have considered them and are aware of ways in which addressing such 

limitations can contribute to the validity and reliability of the research study (Du Plooy-

Cilliers et al., 2014:276). 

6.9 SUMMARY 

The research approach and methodology employed in this study ensured that relevant 

literature was perused, and data collected to address and meet the research 
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objectives. The application of relevant research methodology has ensured that this 

study yields the best possible objective and verifiable outcome, with high validity and 

reliable research findings. The researcher made use of technology in conducting 

interviews with the view to maximise the research output during the outbreak of a 

global pandemic known Coronavirus, without compromising the quality of the 

research. 

In addition to the traditional research methodology under the normal circumstance, the 

researcher too, heed the call of the new phenomenon under what was called as the 

new normal because of the outbreak of Coronavirus, which included the adherence of 

the WHO recommendations and the lockdown regulations imposed by the government 

of South Africa intended to curb the impact of Coronavirus. Furthermore, the research 

approach and methodology employed ensured fairness, objectivity and inclusivity, and 

unbiased approach in data analysis thus ensuring the validity of the empirical research 

outcome. 
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CHAPTER SEVEN:  PRESENTATION, DISCUSSION, AND INTERPRETATION OF 

RESEARCH FINDINGS 

7.1 INTRODUCTION 

This chapter of the research project presents the account of the responses as 

expressed by the research participants during the interviews and discuss their 

meaning and implications in concomitant with the relevant and applicable literature 

reviewed. Dantzker and Hunter (2012:16) posit that the critical phase of any research 

project is the reporting of the findings. This can be done through various means such 

as reports, journals, books, or computer presentations. How the findings are reported 

depends on the target audience. Regardless of the audience or the medium used, the 

findings must be coherent and understandable, or they are of no use to anyone. 

An interpretation of the outlined responses is crucial in order to provide a probative 

value to the contributions by the participants. The value of the research project is 

displayed by objectively outlining the research findings which positively contribute to 

the body of knowledge in the forensic, scientific and academic spheres. Various 

emerging themes were presented in the verbatim responses expressed by the 

participants who objectively display the true understanding and viewpoints of the target 

population on the specific research questions and the subject matter in general.  

Data analysis was conducted with a strict view and consideration of the principle of 

trustworthiness of the study as discussed in this research project. Themes were 

derived from the participant’s responses which were solicited by the research 

questions as they appear in the interview schedule. Purposive sampling was best 

suitable to deliberately solicit responses from the forensic analysts of the DFS who are 

expected to have in-depth insight on the standardisation of the forensic report for court 

purposes. The nature of the day-to-day duties of the forensic analyst of the DFS 

involves receipt and analysis of the physical evidence and drafting of the forensic 

report for the purposes of the court. Participants with over five years’ service in the 

DFS were included in the sample with a view that their knowledge and expertise will 

significantly contribute to achieving the aim and objective of the research project. 

Table 7.3 below accentuate the key themes and sub-themes that emerged from the 

interviews with the forensic analysts of the sampled Sections of the DFS, who 

volunteered to participate in the research interviews without any form of coercion and 
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undue influence in accordance with the ethical considerations. Therefore, the 

discussion and the interpretation of the identified themes will address the identified 

research problem, the purpose of the research, as well as the research aims and the 

formulated research questions (as discussed in Chapter 1). The interpretation of the 

findings starts with a summary of each theme, which is underscored and 

complemented by the appropriate literature, as per Chapter 2, Chapter 3 and Chapter 

4. The rationale of the interpretation of the findings was to reach an understanding of 

the significance of the standardisation of forensic reports for court purposes, which 

objectives are to: 

• evaluate the shortcomings of forensic reports identified and to arrive at answers 

to address them.  

• explore new information on the standardisation of forensic reports issued by the 

DFS for court purposes. 

• identify good practices towards the standardisation of the forensic reports within 

the DFS. 

• derive strategies to encourage compliance with the SOP and relevant policies 

and laws regarding forensic reports. 

• develop recommendations for the successful standardisation of the forensic 

reports within the FS. 

The interpretation of Theme 1 follows below. 

7.2 PROFILE OF THE RESEARCH PARTICIPANTS 

The following profile of the participants in this study was derived from the answers 

provided to the questions pertaining to the historical information found on section A of 

the interview schedule. All participants were asked the same questions and their 

answers recorded and transcribed. The answers provided cannot, in any shape or 

form, be linked to the individual participant, thus confirming the confidentiality of the 

participants. 

The first question asked to all 47 participants was “at which Section of the FS are you 

employed?” The following responses were gathered: 

➢ Chemistry Section (12) 

➢ Biology Section (4) 
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➢ Ballistics Section (8) 

➢ Questioned Documents Section (16) 

➢ Quality management Section (7) 

 

The answers to the above question have provided an overview of how many 

participants from each Section took part in this research study.  

The second question (how long have you been working for this Section?) from section 

A has produced information illustrated in Table 7.1 below: 

Table 7.1: Participants’ years of experience in each Section 

SECTION 5-10 years 10-15 years 15-20 years Over 20 years  

 

 

 

 

 

47 

 

     

Chemistry 8 4 0 0 

Ballistics 1 5 2 0 

Biology 3 1 0 0 

QDS 5 6 4 1 

QMS 1 3 3 0 

TOTAL 18 19 9 1 

           Source: Researcher 

The table above depicting the proportion of the participants’ years of experience in 

each Section of the DFS equates to an average of 11.75 (12) years. 

The next question on historical information under section A was “what academic 

qualification(s) do you have?” The answers to this question are illustrated in Table 7.2 

below: 

 

Table 7.2: Participants’ academic qualifications  
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Section NQF 6 NQF 7 NQF 8 NQF 9 NQF 10 

      

Chemistry 1 9 0 2 0 

Ballistics 2 4 2 2 0 

Biology 0 3 1 0 0 

QDS 0 13 2 1 0 

QMS 0 5 0 0 0 

TOTAL 3 34 5 5 0 

           Source: Researcher 

Table 7.2 indicates that all the forensic analysts of the DFS who participated in this 

research study have at least a minimum of NQF level 6 qualification, with the following 

breakdown: NQF 6 (3), NQF 7 (34), NQF 8 (5), NQF 9 (5), and NQF 10 (0). Currently, 

the minimum requirement for appointment in the DFS as a forensic analyst is an 

academic qualification at the level of NQF level 6. This study confirmed that the DFS 

is indeed recruiting and employing personnel based on academic qualifications, 

amongst others. 

The subsequent question from section A which was posed to the participants was: 

“Did you undergo training regarding forensic analysis in your Section?” All 47 

participants to this study have indicated that they “have received training in the 

forensic analysis of exhibits” in their respective Sections. It is expected for the DFS to 

provide training to all new recruits before they are expected to perform specialised 

forensic duties. This study confirmed that all forensic analysts who participated in this 

study have undergone specialised forensic training. 

The last historical background-related question posed to the participants was: “Does 

your work include forensic report writing and or case review?” All the forensic analysts 

(inclusive of quality management personnel, case reviewers and trainers) who 

participated in this research study were involved in forensic report writing. Some of the 

forensic analysts whose main task is forensic analysis and report writing also conduct 
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case reviews in their line of duty. Quality reviews are conducted by competent and 

proficient forensic analysts who have been trained in various forensic examination 

levels. The question relating to the historical information under section A was a 

qualifying criterion for participation in this research study. Participants were expected 

to have a minimum of at least five years’ experience in the DFS and have insight on 

the forensic report writing. The subsequent questions on the interview schedule were 

asked to all the participants. The participants’ responses to the questions were broken 

down into themes and sub-themes as indicated in Table 7.3 below:  

Table 7.3: Themes and sub-themes emerged from the research 

Theme 1 Participants perception on the purpose of a forensic report 

1.1 Communication 

1.2 For court 

Theme 2 Content of the forensic report 

2.1 Training, personal information and credentials 

2.2 Exhibit description and other identifying features 

2.4 Report findings 

Theme 3 The purpose of the SOP 

3.1 Provide guidance 

3.2 Assist in standardisation and compliance 

Theme 4 Impediments to standardisation 

4.1 Various Sections 

4.2 Different exhibits analysed 

4.3 Passive involvement by top management 

Theme 5 Suggestions for standardisation of forensic reports 
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5.1 Sufficient, effective and inclusive consultation 

5.2 Standardised training and effective QMS 

5.3 Compliance to SOP and the law 

  

           Source: Researcher 

The themes presented above demonstrate a level of understanding by the forensic 

analysts who participated in the research interviews. Various themes outlined provide 

insight of a variety of comprehension levels by the participants on a number of aspects 

pertaining to the research topic i.e., an analysis of the standardisation of the forensic 

report for court. The themes and sub-themes are hereby discussed and interpreted to 

make sense of their meaning. 

The interpretation of themes follows below.  

7.3 THEME 1: PARTICIPANT’S PERCEPTIONS OF THE PURPOSE OF THE 

FORENSIC REPORT 

The forensic analysts’ perceptions, knowledge and understanding of the purpose of 

the forensic report were sought by means of a research question posed to the 

participants during the interviews. In line with the interview schedule, the following 

question was posed to the participants: “In your opinion, as a forensic analyst, what is 

the purpose of writing a forensic report?” The response to the question above yielded 

the following sub-themes: 

7.3.1 Sub-theme 1: Communication 

Literature by Emerson (2009:37) indicates that the purpose of a report is not just to 

complete the analysis, but to communicate ideas, findings, and interpretation of 

results. The report should be clear and be presented in a professional manner. In 

achieving this purpose, reports are the formalizing or gathering of information into a 

permanent written record. Furthermore, Gilbert (2010:7) argues that, although many 

reports serve many important purposes, they primarily preserve crucial information.  

When asked what the purpose of communication was, participants responded as 

follows:  
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• “The purpose of the forensic report is for communications of the examination 

results.” (Twenty-eight participants out of the total of 47 (59.57%). 

• “For verification purpose,” 

• “For standardisation,” 

• “To provide systems and procedures to be followed,” 

• “To make process faster,” 

• “To streamline forensic reports,” 

• “To maintain consistency,” 

• “To increase compliance and maintain uniformity,” 

• “Ensure quality and complaint product,” 

• “To provide minimum requirements.” 

 

A total of 19 participants have indicated that the SOP serves as a guiding tool. In 

addition to the two main responses from the participants, some opted to provide more 

than one response to a question with varying verbatim responses. From the above 

verbatim responses obtained from in-depth interviews and focus groups, it became 

clear that there are different views and understanding of exactly what should be 

communicated in the reports for court purposes. Moreover, it became evident that 

there is no Standard Operating Procedure (SOP). To this end, some reports are not 

up to standard, leading to evidence being rejected by courts. Sub-standard report may 

potentially compromise the purpose of forensic reports. 

 

It is therefore of the utmost importance that information pertaining to SOP is available 

to analysts in all FSL in South Africa to ensure standardisation of forensic reports. 

Furthermore, the literature discussed in Section 2.2.2.3 of this thesis highlights section 

51 of the Criminal Law Amendment Act 105 of 1997 (South Africa, 1997) that 

specifically deals with aspects related to SOP. However, this report is currently not 

common practice due to the fact that there is no database or information management 

strategy to positively identify arrested individuals as repeat offenders. The participants 

acknowledged that they do in fact regularly presents reports which are flawed, and it 

was also highlighted that this is a problem that needs to be dealt with as soon as 

possible. One participant indicated that:  
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“…we are aware of the flaws in forensic and we attend training in order to improve the 

situation as our reputation is at stake”. 

 

The continued rejection or withdrawal of forensic reports by courts is a clear indication 

that the SOP FSL is flawed and must be revised in order to close gaps which largely 

compromises investigations resulting in the withdrawal of cases due to insufficient 

evidence. Quality forensic reports would result in convictions and successful 

prosecution of offenders. However, as things stand, there are a huge number of cases 

which are withdrawn due to lack of evidence emanating from poor quality forensic 

reports. As a result, perpetrators of serious crime are released and continue to commit 

other crimes. Although analysts in South Africa are rated among the best in the world, 

the withdrawal rate of cases may result in their reputation being compromised.  

 

Section 6.4.1 of this thesis (chapter 6) highlights the significance with regard to the 

authenticity. A clear SOP and strategy for forensic reports based on Criminal Law 

Amendment Act will ensure successful prosecution.   The interpretation of a sub-theme 

follows below. 

7.3.2 Sub-theme 2: For court purposes 

Hess and Orthmann (2010:72) are of the view that a well written report further the 

cause of justice and reflect positively on the authors’ education, competence, and 

professionalism. In fact, the author’s reputation and that of the department often rest 

on the written report. In addition, written reports are permanent records of all important 

facts in a particular case and serve as an aid to individual law enforcement officers 

and investigators, supervisors, administrators, the courts, other governmental 

agencies, reporters, and private individuals.  

During the research interview, the participants were asked the question: “In your 

opinion, as a forensic analyst, what is the purpose of writing a forensic report?” All 47 

(100%) participants have given two responses, (a) “for court purposes,” (b) “to 

communicate findings in writing.” Some of the participants had provided both answers, 

whereas some provided either one of the two responses. The verbatim responses 

provided by the participants are in line with what the literature indicates, and such 

responses have demonstrated a full understanding of the purpose of the forensic 

report by the participants. This outcome of this question has revealed that the forensic 
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analysts of the DFS know the purpose of forensic report. Emerson (2009:37) agrees 

that the purpose of a report is not just to complete the analysis, but to communicate 

ideas, findings, and interpretation of results for use by other interested entities, in this 

regard, including the court of law. 

It is for this reason that one can confirm that the participants have a clear 

understanding of the purpose of a forensic report. In writing a report, one aims to 

communicate a particular message to the reader of the report. The forensic reports 

are used to communicate, amongst others, findings of the analysis conducted to the 

court of law and other interested role players in the value chain. These role players 

include judges and magistrates (presiding officers), attorneys, prosecutors, civil 

society and the community at large. The interpretation of the second theme follows 

below. 

7.4 THEME 2: CONTENT OF THE FORENSIC REPORT 

This theme is crucial in the standardisation of the forensic report issued by the DFS 

for court, as it outlines the most important information that should be in the content of 

the forensic report. To elicit the responses from the participants, the following question 

was asked: “What is the content of the forensic report that you issue to the client?”   

The following verbatim responses were received from the participants: (a) “I think 

exhibit description should be included” (26 participants), (b) “Personal credentials and 

training” (35 participants), (c) “Chain of custody is crucial in the content of the forensic 

report” (24 participants), (d) “Equipment used, and the methodology applied” (17 

participants), and (e) “to report findings or the results.” 

The above verbatim responses highlighted the most important contents of the forensic 

reports issued by the forensic analysts of the FS for court purposes. The responses 

provided represent the views and understanding of the participants pertaining to the 

research question. In line with the responses provided by the participants, the DFS 

SOP (Department of Police. South African Police Service, 2017(b)) (DFS0021P of 

2017) on forensic report writing makes provision for the inclusion of the following 

information in the content of the forensic report: 

Paragraph 1 
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The examiners state their personnel numbers, rank, and designation, the fact that they 

work for the DFS of the SAPS, the physical address of the laboratory and the case 

reception telephone number, and that they are in service of the state. 

 Paragraph 2 

The Section of the DFS where a forensic analyst is attached is mentioned in paragraph 

2, followed by all relevant academic qualifications, major subjects, institutions where 

qualifications were obtained. The internal forensic training and relevant external 

training are mentioned in the content of the forensic report issued by the forensic 

analysts of the DFS. The status and membership of any relevant professional 

organisation form part of the content of the forensic report. The SOP indicates that this 

paragraph may be concluded by a statement of forensic analysts’ proficiency and the 

number of cases analysed and expert testimony presented can be mentioned. 

The inclusion of “relevant” academic qualifications and “relevant” training received is 

relatively subjective in the absence of a clear definition of what is relevant and what is 

irrelevant. The sentence is one of those that are vulnerable to manipulation by the 

forensic analysts as every forensic analyst will have their own understanding of what 

is relevant, which may not necessarily be the same as the other forensic analyst. The 

SOP further indicates that this paragraph “may” be concluded by a statement of 

proficiency, and further highlight that the number of cases analysed, and expert 

testimony presented “can” be mentioned. The use of the words “may” and “can”, 

among others indicate that the SOP is not sure on what should form the content of the 

forensic report. Subsequently, the use of these words which may be defined as 

“indecisive” expose the forensic report issued by the forensic analysts of the DFS 

vulnerable to deviations, thus compromising the achievement of the standardisation 

of the forensic reports. It is for these reasons that the current SOP on forensic report 

writing should be reviewed and be streamlined to achieve standardisation. 

Paragraph 3 

The SOP makes provision for the inclusion of the date of receipt of the exhibit, from 

whom the exhibit was received, description of the packaging, markings, seal number 
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and the content of any packaging received. The content of the packaging is described 

in one or more sub-paragraphs. 

The provision to describe exhibits received in one or more sub-paragraphs takes into 

consideration that different Sections of the DFS receive different exhibits and the 

quantity differ from case to case. All Sections of the DFS receive various exhibits in 

different quantities, and the full description of the exhibits received does vary and may 

require more than one paragraph. In line with the SOP, some participants highlighted 

that to achieve the standardisation of the forensic reports in the DFS, each Section of 

should be allowed to draft its own SOP on forensic report based on the unique exhibits 

they receive. 

Paragraph 4 

This paragraph includes that scope and the mandate of the forensic analysis. The 

scope and the mandate of forensic analysis refer to the request that the client has 

made. Clients make specific request for analysis on the exhibits that they send to the 

DFS. It is important for the forensic analyst to confine the analysis conducted in line 

with the request from the client. Any deviation from the request by the client could be 

the basis for the allegation of bias and conflict of interest, which have the potential to 

tarnish the credibility and the objectivity of the forensic analyst. 

Paragraph 5 

The examiner is required to state that the exhibit was examined by means of a process 

that requires skills in one or more of the relevant forensic fields, as described in the 

CPA. It must also be stated that the exhibit was examined during the execution of 

official duties, followed by a brief explanation of the technique or process used. The 

SOP indicates that if applicable, reference must be made to the fact that the 

instrumentation that was used was calibrated, and that reference material was used. 

It is required by Good Laboratory Practice (GLP) to have all the equipment used 

calibrated and verified before an analysis is conducted on such equipment. The fact 

that the SOP makes it optional, by saying “if applicable” suggests that there are 

instances where forensic analysis of exhibits is conducted on equipment that is not 

calibrated. If an analysis is conducted on equipment that is not, the analysis result 

could be questionable in terms of credibility and reliability. The SOP should make 
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emphasis that the inclusion of the status of the equipment used is compulsory, which 

will require of every forensic analyst to disclose the calibration status of the equipment 

used. 

Paragraph 6 

The DFS SOP (DFS0021P of 2017) on forensic report writing directs that the forensic 

analyst must state the analysis results. A provision is made for additional paragraphs 

where the nature and the quantity of the exhibits analysed may require. Where further 

analysis is required, an additional paragraph pertaining to the transfer of exhibits for 

further analysis may be included. 

Paragraph 7 

The SOP provided that this paragraph shall cover the safekeeping of the exhibits for 

the duration of the examination or process until completion. The SOP further say that 

if the exhibit is sealed, the type of packaging that was used and the type of seal and 

seal number must be stated. This paragraph provides options that a forensic analyst 

has and may decide to include in the content of the forensic report. The use of the 

word “or” in the SOP indicates that either the duration or the process until completion 

may be mentioned in the forensic report. This allows the forensic analysts to choose 

either of the two options made available by the SOP, and further indicates that both 

the duration (time frame) and the process (a series of actions) cannot be mentioned 

at the same time, but a decision by the forensic analyst has to be made to include one 

of the two. These types of unnecessary options contribute to impediments to the 

standardisation of forensic reports issued by the DFS for court purposes. 

The administering of an oath or affirmation follows paragraph 7 in terms of the 

DFS0021P of 2017. This SOP (DFS0021P of 2017) indicates that an oath is 

administered by causing the deponent to utter certain prescribed words. The 

prescribed words (see attached Annexure G) are uttered by the deponent in the 

presence of the commissioner of oaths, and the deponent signs the forensic report in 

the presence of the commissioner of oaths. The commissioner of oaths is required to 

sign the forensic report as prescribed by section 6 of the justices of peace and 

commissioner of oaths Act (Act 16 of 1963). Subsequent to the verbatim response 
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from the participants, the following common sub-themes which were also highlighted 

by the DFS SOP (DFS0021P of 2017) were extracted based on their dominance: 

7.4.1 Sub-theme 1: Training, personal information and credentials 

Foster (2010:203) believes that training is the key to success in all forensic disciplines, 

quality management and operational processes approach. Relevant training should 

include managerial training, cross-functional skills, and documentation training. Many 

laboratories employ entry level forensic scientists (analysts) after completing a 

bachelor’s degree mostly in chemistry, biology, physics, or forensic science. Course 

work in mathematics, a public speaking course, criminal justice courses, writing and 

logic course are also valuable because they prepare forensic scientists on different 

aspects of forensic careers that are not purely scientific, such as testifying in court. 

Although an undergraduate degree provides sufficient foundation for entry level, on 

the job training will provide most of the useful skills required on day-to-day forensic 

work (James & Nordby, 2009:247). The participants have displayed an understanding 

of the need to establish credentials of the forensic analyst who writes and submit a 

report. As indicated by the various participants, a writer needs to be identifiable by 

means of personal information which, if a need arises, may be used at a later stage 

for either court subpoena, or record purposes in the judicial proceedings. Although 

training is crucial in ensuring that forensic analysts perform their duties optimally in 

accordance with their expected output, the DFS does not provide training on the 

forensic report writing. Members rely on the SOP which only provides the minimum 

requirements of forensic report. This deficit may be linked to the non-standardisation 

of the forensic report issued by the FS. For report writing, members depend on the 

apprenticeship from senior members who provide different and unstandardised 

training and guidance on report writing. When asked about training received, 

participants responded as follows: “various divisions within the FSL have specialised 

training programmes and refresher short course which analysts have to take at 

intervals. However, the work pressure is too much, and one often neglects to attend 

such courses.” “The division strictly accept individuals with undergraduate degrees 

and provide skills-related short courses throughout your career. Some of us also 

attended international training in order to sharpen our skills. Training is an important 

component for analysts in order to keep up with latest development specialist 
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environment. I suppose report writing courses would assist in terms of quality reports 

for court purposes.” 

The above responses highlight the fact that majority of participants have opportunities 

to enhance their special skills related to their day-to-day responsibilities. However, it 

is apparent that workload often prevents some analyst to attend such courses and end 

up compromising cases they analyse due to outdated Standard Operating Procedures 

(SOP) which appears to be flawed.  

7.4.2 Sub-theme 2: Exhibit description and other identifying features  

A typical forensic science laboratory report, according to Siegel (2011:27) often does 

not meet the basic standards of a proper forensic report. In many cases, a forensic 

science laboratory report contains only: (a) “demographic data (name of suspect, 

submitting officer, location etc.); (b) unique number assigned to the case; and (c) list 

of items received with short description.” Another participant stated that: “the 

description of the exhibit in the forensic report issued by the DFS does provide 

sufficient information necessary to identify the exhibit. Moreover, all pertinent details 

which serve as the identifiers of the exhibit are included. However, individuals are at 

liberty to write their reports the way they deem fit, and there is no standard format. 

This is problematic as important aspects of the case may be omitted which will 

eventually result in cases being thrown out of court.” Forensic analysts describe a 

particular exhibit in a particular manner, and such is normal as people think and view 

things differently. Some of the information provided by participants in describing the 

exhibits includes physical features, size and colour, CAS and SAPS number, 

laboratory generated reference number and packaging. Report findings are presented 

in the next theme. 

7.4.3 Sub-theme 3: Report findings 

According to Heritage (1997:88), this section is where the writer presents the findings. 

The writer should remain as neutral and objective as possible. Avoid getting bogged 

into unnecessary details and only focus on the facts. Hamp-Lyons and Heasley 

(2006:112) indicate that the function of the result section is to provide the reader with 

a clear description of forensic report findings, based on the data that constitute trends. 

Evaluations of the reports issued by the forensic analysts for court do contain report 

findings. The findings made are consistent with the scope or the request made by the 
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client, for instance, if the request from the client is to determine authenticity of a 

particular document which its authenticity is in dispute, the finding would (after a 

thorough examination process) either state that the document in dispute is authentic 

or fraudulent. 

When asked whether reports address report findings, participants responded as 

follows: “It is my view that this aspect can be improved going forward, looking at the 

number of unsuccessful cases. There is a requirement to review the way reports for 

court purposes are drafted and come up with improvement strategies.” Another 

participant stated that it appears that management is not doing enough to address this 

matter. Management is aware of the current situation, and I am certain that there are 

plans to address the current situation.”  

It is evident from the preceding comments that participants are aware that it is 

significant to produce high quality reports in order to ensure successful prosecutions.  

The interpretation of the third theme follows below. 

 

7.5 THEME 3: PURPOSE OF SOP 

This study sought to explore the significance of the SOPs in order to enhance the 

quality of reports for courts within the FSD of the SAPS. In order to gauge whether the 

current processes and procedures are adequate, the researcher posed the following 

question to participants, namely: “According to you, what is the purpose of an SOP in 

terms of forensic report writing?”  

The majority of participants responded as follows: “to provide guidance” and (b) “for 

standardisation and compliance.” The research participants have demonstrated the 

knowledge and understanding of the purpose of the available SOPs at their respective 

workplace, particularly the SOP relating to the forensic report writing, in that 36 

(76,59%) participants mentioned that the purpose of the SOP is to provide guidance, 

while 18 (38,29%) participants said that it is for standardisation, and 10 (21,27%) 

participants highlighted that the SOP is meant to ensure compliance to the 

organisational requirements. In addition, the participants said that the purpose of the 

SOP is to make the process faster, to remind analysts and to ensure quality and 
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integrity of the final output. Responses by participants above articulated the 

participants’ views and understanding of the question. 

The interpretation of sub-themes follows below. 

7.5.1 Sub-theme 1: Guidance 

The participants have highlighted that the purpose of the SOP at their workplace is to 

provide guidance in the execution of the forensic duties. In terms of the SOP on report 

writing (case report in terms of Section 212 of the CPA, 1977 (Act 51 of 1977) 

(DFS0021P of 2017). Asked about the objective of the SOP, one participant stated 

that: “the objective of this particular SOP is to provide minimum requirements on the 

format of case reports.”  This is in line with the provision of Section 212 of the Criminal 

Procedures Act of 1977. This study discovered that proving the minimum requirements 

alone is not sufficient as such may be interpreted as being free to add whatever 

information that forensic analysts may deem necessary, provided the minimum 

requirements are met, thus leading to non-standardisation of the forensic report. This 

was evident as some forensic report complied with the minimum requirements and 

further, amongst others, included the list of references and the footnotes in the report. 

The inclusion of these extras is not prohibited by the SOP, and such cannot be 

considered a non-conformance to the SOP.  

This study found that the SOP is a contributing factor in the forensic report not 

complying to the legal framework in that the SOP does not include full chain of custody 

of exhibits by not mentioning that the case is subjected to internal quality review by 

another competent forensic analysts other that the one the case is assigned for 

analysis. The exclusion of this aspect of analysis process is in violation of the CPA, 

section 212 (8)(a)(ii)(cc) (South Africa, 1977). The law requires the forensic analysts 

to specify the duration that the exhibit was kept under their custody for the duration of 

the analysis. In practice, the exhibit does leave the forensic analyst’s custody for the 

purposes of internal quality assurance, and such is not mentioned in the forensic 

report. Standardisation and compliance are presented in the following section. 

7.5.2 Sub-theme 2: Standardisation and compliance 

The majority of participants indicated that “compliance will be achieved if the SOP 

provides all the required information in an easily understandable manner that is not 

ambiguous.” The use of words such as “may” and “can” in the SOP provide a level of 
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uncertainty. These uncertainties have the potential to allow individual forensic analysts 

to employ their own discretion, thereby veering away from the standardisation. As 

people think different, some are likely to consider these discretions as non-compliance 

to the SOP. Based on the responses from the participants, the SOP is, amongst 

others, used for standardisation and compliance. 

The interpretation of the fourth theme follows below. 

 

7.6 THEME 4: IMPEDIMENTS TO STANDARDISATION OF FORENSIC 

REPORTS 

It emerged during interviews that participants were having different views with regard 

to this aspect. For instance, some participants expressed the view that, resulting from 

the lack of standardised operation procedures, various sections in the Forensic 

Division of the SAPS contributes to a large number of cases which are not successfully 

prosecuted by the courts. As a result, perpetrators of serious crimes end up being 

released due to lack or insufficient evidence. One participant said: “Backlogs with 

regard to forensic analyses is a huge challenge”. It has been widely reported in various 

media platforms that the division have thousands of cases which are pending. To this 

end, by the time these cases reach the courts, it is highly likely that the majority of 

such cases will result in withdrawals or being struck off the roll.” It is certainly clear 

that current challenges are addressed and required training be provided to all analysts 

in the Forensic Science Division of the South African Police Service (SAPS). This will 

assist in terms of restoring the good image which this division once had. While there 

are good analysts who are dedicated, huge backlogs have a potential to compromise 

quality. Moreover, if analysts are given an opportunity to draft reports based on their 

own interpretation, there is a chance that gaps will persist, giving suspects and their 

legal defense teams to punch holes in state’s cases. The following figure provides 

emergent sub-themes that were highlighted by the participants in response to the 

following question: “What do you think hinders the standardisation of the forensic 

report in the FS?” 

Figure 7.4: Impediments to standardisation of forensic reports 
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Moreover, when asked: “What do you think should be done to achieve standardisation 

of the forensic report in the FS?”.  

One participant responded as follows: “Lack of active involvement of the top 

management serves as an impediment to the standardisation of the forensic report.” 

Another participant indicated that: “currently, each Section of the DFS is using its own 

unique SOP on report writing procedures which can be interpreted differently. In 

addition, this allows a situation where these sections can tailor-make reports to cater 

for the needs of the Section’s operations.” This also appears to be an impediment. 

Another participant stated that: “Different exhibits received and analysed by each 

Section require that some exhibits be described in more details and at some times, an 

illustration may be necessary in a form of pictures and extended paragraphs.” The 

highlighted impediments above are in addition to the reasons for non-standardisation 

as further outlined by the participants and illustrated in Figure 8.3 of chapter 8. The 

next section present details about various sections in the FSD, which also deals with 

forensic reports for courts. These sections handle various exhibits which also require 

reports and interpretation for courts. While such reports are technical in nature, they 

should be written in a way that readers able to understand context.  
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7.6.1 Sub-theme 1: Various Sections 

Various Sections in the DFS contribute to difficulty in achieving the standardisation of 

forensic report because each Section receive different exhibits from the other, thus 

resulting in each Section conducting a different analysis from the rest of the Sections. 

As a result of Sections receiving and conducting various analyses, achieving 

standardisation will be a challenging task. However, standardisation of forensic reports 

within a Section that receives and analyse similar exhibits could be realised with no or 

little impediments. 

7.6.2 Sub-theme 2: Different exhibits analysed 

This sub-theme emerged as one of the impediments to standardisation of forensic 

reports in the DFS. Similar to the sub-theme above (various Sections), the fact that 

various Sections of the DFS receive different exhibits contribute to the difficulty in 

achieving standardisation of forensic reports across all Sections of the DFS.  

7.6.3 Sub-theme 3: Passive involvement by top management 

Asked about the role of management with regard to standardisation process, one 

participant stated that: “Top management is not actively involved or have no vested 

interest in the standardisation of the forensic reports in the DFS.” In supporting this 

assertion, participants highlighted that many reports of non-conformance have been 

submitted to the top management. One participant stated that: “many of these reports 

contains repeat non-conformance, but little or nothing has been done by top 

management to address the matter.” Another participant stated that: “There is no 

consequence management instituted by the top management to those who repeatedly 

deviate from the available SOPs that are meant to be complied with.” This practice 

tends to make forensic analysts to not ensure that they comply to the SOPs because 

non-compliance has no consequences. The registering of a non-conformance by QM 

personnel has proved to be a box-ticking exercise as it does not lead to any 

ramification. The interpretation of the fifth theme follows below. 

7.7 THEME 5: SUGGESTIONS FOR STANDARDISATION OF FORENSIC 

REPORTS 

During the research study, the following sub-themes were derived as possible 

remedies to assist in the standardisation of forensic report issued by the DFS.  The 

theme and sub-themes came as a result of a question posed to the participants which 
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was as follows: “In your opinion, what should be done to achieve standardisation of 

the forensic reports in the FS?”  

One participant responded as follows: “only managers are consulted in drafting SOPs 

for operational purposes. When forensic are consulted, such consultation is limited in 

terms of time frame taking into account other operational duties forensic analysts have. 

The mode of communication during such consultation is usually emails, which is 

ineffective.”   

From the above responses, it was established that top-down communication is a norm 

in the FSD of the SAPS which requires review. 

Subsequently, the following sub-themes were derived: 

7.7.1 Sub-theme 1: Sufficient, effective and inclusive consultation 

This study revealed that the current consultation process is neither inclusive nor 

sufficient, thus rendering it in effective. The participants have raised a concern that 

“only managers are consulted in drafting SOPs for operational purposes.” Another 

participant indicated that: “When forensic are consulted, such consultation is limited 

in terms of time frame taking into account other operational duties forensic analysts 

have.” Moreover, the mode of communication during such consultation is usually 

emails, which is ineffective.” Another participant suggested that: “an inclusive quality 

cycle should be prioritised to deal with inputs and review of SOPs relating to forensic 

report writing.” It was further highlighted that the forensic analysts, as the main process 

owners, should be pivotal in the process of reviewing and drafting the operational 

SOPs, including the forensic reports writing SOP. One participant stated that: “The 

current practice which only includes mainly managers is not effective in disseminating 

the information down to the forensic analysts.” This is also identified as an impediment 

which if not addressed; more cases will be compromised and thrown out of courts. 

7.7.2 Sub-theme 2: Standardised training and effective QMS 

To achieve standardisation of the forensic reports issued by the DFS for court 

purposes, there has to be a standardised training manual for each Section. This is 

raised considering that there could be no standardised training manual for the entire 

DFS as each Section’s training needs and outcome are different. One participant 



175 
 

indicated that: “each Section such as the QDS, Chemistry, Biology and Ballistics 

sections, should have a standardised training manual across all the regions with a 

view to streamline training outcome, which could eventually culminate in a 

standardised operations and forensic report writing issued for court purposes.”  

The above feedback was in response to the question: “What should be done to ensure 

quality management systems?” The majority of participants were of the view that 

standardised training as well as Standard Operating System for all divisions in the FSD 

should be prioritised as such will ensure the quality of reports for court purposes. Such 

SOP must be in compliance with the law. 

7.7.3 Sub-theme 3: Compliance to SOP and the law 

This study found that a strict compliance to the SOP and the applicable legislative 

framework could potentially yield positive results towards the standardisation of 

forensic reports issued by the DFS for court purposes. This sub-theme, together with 

the following verbatim responses emanated from the following question: “In your 

opinion, what should be done to achieve standardisation of the forensic reports FS?” 

In response to this question, participants said the following:  

(a) “involve analysts in drafting SOPs,” (b) “provide a template of forensic report,” (c) 

“have a specific SOP for each Section,” (d) “an active and effective QMS,” (e) “proper 

communication from top management,” (f) “proper monitoring for effective 

implementation,” (g) “provide room for variations,” (h) “supervision,” (i) “inspections,” 

(j) “quality controls,” (k) “use words such as “shall” and not “may”,” (l) “ consequence 

management for deviation and non-compliance,” (m) “draft SOP based of the 

requirements of the law,” (n) “benchmark with international laboratories,” (o) “training 

and development of forensic analysts,” (p) “standardised resources,” (q) “adjust 

norms to be of a reasonable case load,” (r) “introduce research and innovation,” (s) 

“accreditation of the laboratory,” (t) “top management’s involvement,” (u) “refresher 

courses and workshops,” (v) “expert forums,” and (w) “simplified reporting.” 

From the above responses, it is clear that there are different views regarding the 

question posed. Figure 7.5 below depicts suggested model for forensic reports. 
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7.8 THEME 6: STANDARDISATION OF FORENSIC REPORTS 

The objective of this research is mainly about standardisation of forensic reports since 

it appears that the current status is flawed. This proposed model will ensure 

compliance with procedures as also highlighted in the Criminal Procedure Amendment 

Act.   

Figure 7.5: Suggestions for standardisation of forensic reports 

 

In contributing to the following question: “What do you think should be done to achieve 

standardisation of the forensic report in the FS?” the participants have, in the main, 

emphasised that “there should be sufficient consultation and inclusivity in the process 

to draft and compile SOP.” Another participant indicated that: “Currently, members 

are expected to make submission via emails for consideration in the final SOP. This 

process is not always feasible as forensic analysts have cases to analyse on daily 

basis with strict timelines to be met, thus focusing less on other aspects.” A 

standardised internal training was raised as one of the key factors that will assist and 

align members understanding in forensic report writing. Another participant said: 

“Currently, the DFS does not provide training in forensic report writing. Members are 

reliant on the SOP to compile a forensic report.” In addition, one participant stated: 
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“the SOP must be aligned to the legal framework of the country and the QMS must be 

effective in ensuring compliance, and deterrent consequence management must be 

instituted for repeat or deliberate non-conformance to the SOP.” The following section 

presents discussion on major research findings of this study. 

The standardisation of forensic methodologies and examinations in the DFS remains 

an aspect which now, seems to be not attainable. This is accordance with outcome of 

the preliminary pilot study and the responses from the research participants. When 

asked “are all the forensic reports in your Section standardised?”, the participants 

responded as follows: 

Twenty-seven (57,44%) participants said that (a) the reports at my Section are 

standardised, while eighteen (38,29%) participants said that (b) the reports at my 

Section are not standardised. Only two (4.2%) of the participants said that (c) i do not 

know whether the reports at my Section are standardised or not.  

The standardised reports referred to by the research participants are regarding a 

particular Section of the DFS which conduct similar type of forensic examinations. On 

the other hand, a Section may have sub-Sections which have their own special cases 

analysed which may require such sub-Section to report differently from the other 

because of different exhibits received, hence some participants said that there was no 

standardisation of the reports at their Sections. A follow-up question (“what the impact 

of such standardisation or non-standardisation is?”) was asked to the participants and 

those participants who said that their reports were standardised gave the following 

verbatim responses:  

(a) Standardisation makes it easy to review the cases, (b) it minimises the mistakes, 

(c) it promotes uniformity and (d) it maintains consistency. Those participants who said 

that their reports were not standardised said that non-standardisation of reports (a) 

leads to no uniformity; (b) increases the chances of making errors, and (b) reduce the 

credibility of the reporting system of the Section. 

With a view to identify the root cause that hinders the standardisation of forensic 

reports within DFS, a question (“what do you think hinders the standardisation of the 

forensic reports in the DFS?”) was posed to the participants who provided a number 

of possible obstacles towards standardisation as follows:  
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(a) Personal preferences, (b) different analyses conducted, (c) different exhibits 

received, (d) resistance to change, (e) lack of proper supervision and management, 

(f) lack of proper quality management systems, (g) lack of accreditations and affiliation 

to professional bodies, (h) resources are not standardises, and (I) lack of consequence 

management. 

Having outlined the possible obstacles to the realisation of standardisation of forensic 

reports in the DFS, the participants were requested to provide possible solutions to 

address the identified obstacles and to achieve standardisation of reporting across the 

DFS Sections in line with the SOP. As a result, a question (“what do you think should 

be done to achieve standardisation of the forensic reports in the FS?”) was posed to 

the participants, which yielded the following possible solutions:  

(a) Involve relevant role players in the drafting of SOPs, (b) standardise forensic 

training, (c) conduct meaningful quality cycles, (d) strict adherence to the SOP, and 

(e) consequence management for non-compliance. 

7.9 PRESENTATION AND DISCUSSION OF MAJOR RESEARCH FINDINGS 

The critical part of the forensic report includes findings and conclusions, to a large 

extent include recommendations that will contribute positively to managerial decision-

making. As a result, such report must be credible, informative, and contain findings 

and conclusions that are valid and convincing. And above all, the findings and 

conclusions must be useful as well as feasible (More & More, 2012:167). Similarly in 

academic arena, just like it is in forensic field, the heart of every research is the findings 

section, towards which the entire report should be aimed. This is where the problems, 

questions, or hypothesis that framed the research are answered (Straits & Singleton, 

2018:519). Leedy and Ormrod (2015:100) reveal that research results or findings are 

typically presented in a report that uses a formal, scientific style with impersonal 

language. In reporting research findings, nothing is hidden. All the data are laid out. 

The researcher’s integrity is thereby preserved, and the results or findings and 

conclusions of the study can be easily and readily verified. Wang and Park (2016:247) 

utter that it is customary to have a separate section for findings in a research project. 

In general, the findings section is dedicated to the reports of straightforward and simple 

answers to research questions, thus in the findings section, the researcher reports the 

results that correspond to the research questions. For the purposes of this research 
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study, the findings were categorised into primary and secondary findings. Primary 

findings were mostly derived from the information mainly obtained from the forensic 

analysts that were interviewed as research participants, whereas secondary findings 

were derived from the variety of literature that consulted. However, there were 

instances where the findings were collaborated by both the participants and literature. 

Maxfield and Babbie (2011:61) posit that there is an unfortunate myth in social 

scientific reporting that only positive discoveries are worth reporting. Any negative 

findings established during research study should be reported. Babbie (2010:72) 

further highlight that in general, science progresses through honesty and openness; 

ego defences and deception retard science. Researchers can best serve their peers 

and scientific community by telling the truth about all the pitfalls and problems they 

have experienced in a particular line of research, perhaps they will save others from 

the same problems. For the purposes of openness and honesty, this study has 

discovered both positive and negative findings of which none of them were withheld. 

7.9.1 Relating to the main research question 

Based on the interviews conducted, data was collected and analysed. The analyses 

of the collected data produced several crucial outcomes which contributed to reaching 

the following primary research findings. Research findings relating to the primary 

research question: Are forensic reports issued by the forensic analysts of the FS 

standardised and compliant in terms of prescribed policies and procedures? 

This study revealed the following findings in terms of the primary research question:  

(a) the forensic reports issued by the forensic analysts of the FS are not 

standardised, and  

(b) the forensic reports issued by the forensic analysts of the FS are not compliant 

in terms of prescribed policies and procedures. 

The study found that there is a glaring omission of the important aspect of chain of 

custody in the content of the forensic report issued by the forensic analysts of the DFS. 

The forensic report does not make mention of the fact that the case file is subjected to 

an internal case review as part of the examination process. This omission is in violation 

of the Criminal Procedure Act, 1977 (Act 51 of 1977) section 212(8)(a)(ii) (aa) & (bb) 

which outlines what and how the chain of custody should be composed. Judge A.J 

Bam (in paragraph 15 of the judgement pertaining to a case of State v Sithole) found 
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that the forensic report issued by the FS made no mention of delivery or dispatch of 

the exhibits in question as required by the law. As a result of these omissions of critical 

aspects relating to the chain of custody, the Judge ruled that the evidence deposed in 

terms of section 212 of the CPA of South Africa cannot be admissible as credible 

evidence in the court of law, and such forensic report should subsequently be 

dismissed. 

The research revealed that there are variations in forensic reporting within each 

Section based on levels and the type of exhibits received and analysed. Furthermore, 

the disparities were identified between various Sections of the DFS. One of the driving 

factors was identified as various Sectional needs and different exhibits received and 

analysed at these Sections. 

7.9.2 Pertaining to the secondary research questions 

The following major research findings were made relating to the following question: 

“What is the prescribed structure and content of a forensic report issued by the Division 

Forensic Service?”  

In response to the question, one participant stated that: “I find the use of words “may”, 

“could” and other similar phrases to be problematic as this is open to various 

interpretations.” Other participants also expressed similar concerns, which indicate 

that there are some challenges which have to be addressed in this area. The study 

found that the DFS has a prescribed structure and the required content of the forensic 

report issued by the forensic analysts for court purpose, as outlined in the SOP 

(DFS0021P). The study further discovered that the SOP on forensic report writing falls 

short in that not all the necessary guidelines required for the forensic report to be in 

compliance with the law are included. Furthermore, the SOP makes use of an 

ambiguous language in conveying its intended message. The ambiguous language is 

driven using discretional words such as “may”, “could” and “or”. The use of these 

words has proved to be easily exploited by individual forensic analysts to achieve their 

intended objectives which contribute to disparities in the structure and the content of 

the forensic report. The SOP needs to provide guidelines in an assertive manner. This 

includes explicitly outlining what should be included and what should not be included 

in the content of the forensic report issued by the forensic analysts of the FS court 

purposes. A supplementary question, namely “What is the content of the forensic 
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reports that you issue to the client?” was posed to the participants to solicit information. 

The responses to the question were as follows: 

The participants have provided the verbatim responses (as quoted below) to the 

question posed to them. The numeric number in brackets indicates the number of 

participants who mentioned a specific aspect in response to the question. The 

responses are hereby presented:  

(a) “Exhibit description” (x26), (b) “Methodology used” (x10), (c) “Equipment used” 

(x17), (d) “Conclusion/ Findings” (x46), (e) “Personal CV, credentials, and training” 

(x35), (f) “Chain of custody” (x24), (g) “Analysis requested” (x21), and (h) “Case 

details/summary” (x11). 

The responses by the participants are all consistent with the contents of the forensic 

reports issued by the DFS. In addition, the verbatim responses by the participants are 

contained in the DFS SOP (DFS0021P of 2017) on forensic report writing. However, 

emphasis needs to be placed on chain of custody. Although this aspect forms part of 

the content of the forensic report issued by the DFS and the SOP, the DFS need to 

ensure that all processes undertaken during the forensic analysis of exhibits are fully 

reported upon in the forensic report. This includes the internal quality process where 

a case docket together with exhibits is subjected to case review by another competent 

and proficient forensic analyst other than the one whom the case is assigned to for 

analysis. Miller and Whitehead (2017:83), confirm the content of forensic report by 

highlighting that almost all forensic reports contain the most basic information 

regarding an analysis and examination results, these include the following:  

➢ Identifying agency requesting the examination (name, address and phone 

number). 

➢ Case style (case number, name, type). 

➢ Full description of items submitted for examination. 

➢ Request by the client (specifically setting up the scope of forensic analysis). 

➢ Procedure (a narrative explaining what was done to the evidence and how it 

was examined). 



182 
 

➢ Summary of examination and findings (what was done to the evidence and 

what was found). 

In so far as the second secondary research question, namely: “How best can the 

standardisation of the forensic report within the Division Forensic Service be 

achieved?” the following major findings were made: 

➢ As a starting point, individual Sections of the DFS should be allowed to have 

their SOP on forensic report writing based on their unique needs and exhibits 

received. The current general SOP on forensic report writing is not effective in 

achieving the standardisation of forensic report issued by the forensic analysts 

of the FS for court purposes. Furthermore, different levels of examination 

within a Section have a potential risk of deviation based on the nature and the 

complexity of the exhibits analysed and reported upon. It is for these reasons 

that a feasibility study be conducted to determine the viability of monopoly of 

individual Sections in having their own SOP on forensic report writing. This 

approach highlights a conscious appreciation of the differences of exhibits 

received within various Sections and the need for each Section to address its 

needs. The DFS SOP (DFS0021P of 2017) on forensic report writing may be 

suitable and conducive to other Sections, but equally so, it may not be 

practically viable to some Sections. 

In addition to the primary and secondary research questions, supplementary questions 

were asked to the participants to achieve the objective of the research study. The 

supplementary research questions (as per the interview schedule) solicited the 

participants to provide the following information: 

“Is there a guideline (SOP) on forensic report writing at your work environment?”  

➢ Forty-six participants have confirmed that there is an SOP on report writing at 

their workplace. Only one participant said that there is no SOP relating to 

report writing at his/her workplace. Furthermore, 43 (91,48%) participants 

indicated that the available SOP is sufficient to address the requirements of 

the court, whereas only 4 (8,51%) participants indicated that the current SOP 

on report writing does not fully address the requirements of the court in that 

the SOP has some shortfalls which need to be addressed. During the 
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document review, the researcher had verified that the DFS has an SOP 

relating to report writing which is referred to as case report in terms of section 

212 of the Criminal Procedure Act, 1977 (Act 51 of 1977), also referred to as 

(DFS0021P of 2017). 

“In your opinion, what important information in the forensic report is required by the 

court?” 

The study revealed that all 47 participants do know what the most important 

information in the forensic report is required by the court of law. Amongst all the 

participants’ responses, report finding was mentioned 44 (93,61%) times, chain of 

custody was mentioned 20 (42,55%) times, description of the exhibits was mentioned 

18 (38,29%) times, analyst information was mentioned 14 (29,78%) times and the 

methodology used was mentioned 10 (21,27%) times. Other important information 

such as equipment used, case reference, request made, analysis conducted, 

observations, and compliance to the law were also cited by the participants on a 

frequency ranging from 1 to 9 (2 to 19%). However, there are conflicting views 

regarding the importance of information provided.  Overall, the information provided 

by the participants is important and is contained in the forensic report issued by the 

forensic analysts for court purposes. Four (4) (8,51%) participants cited observations 

as not important, 3 (6,38%) mentioned analysts’ information as not important, and 4 

(8,51%) mentioned technical jargons and internal training respectively, as not 

important in the content of the forensic reports issued for court. 

“If you could make changes to the current SOP on report writing, what will such 

changes be?” 

Twenty-nine (61,70%) participants indicated that they would prefer that the current 

SOP on report writing be reviewed and amended. These participants prefer that the 

SOP be explicit in ensuring that technical terminologies (jargons) are not used in the 

forensic report. In addition, the participants said that the report findings should be 

simplified so that they can be easily understood by the courts and a layperson who is 

not an expert in the field of forensic science. It has also been stated that for the 

purposes of objectivity, a known error and limitation rate should be stated in the 

forensic report as no one system is perfect. Eighteen of the 47 (38,29%) participants 

indicated that they are satisfied with the current SOP and would not like any changes 
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to be made. In your opinion, is the current SOP on report writing unique to your Section 

or is it used by other Sections of the DFS? 

The study revealed that 24 (51,06%) participants indicated that their Section has a 

unique SOP on report writing as compared to other Sections. The reality is that all 

DFS Sections use one SOP for report writing. Only 20 (42,55%) participants knew that 

there is one SOP for report wring which is used by all the Sections of the DFS. Three 

of the 47 (6,38%) participants indicated that they do not know if the SOP is unique or 

not and have not seen the said SOP. The DFS uses one SOP on forensic report that 

all Sections are expected to follow. 

“According to you, are all the forensic reports in your Section standardised? If not, 

what do you think is the impact of non-standardised forensic report?”  

Twenty-seven (57,44%) participants indicated that all the reports in their respective 

Sections were standardised, as opposed to 18 participants who said that the reports 

at their Sections were not standardised. Only 2 (4,25%) participants indicated that they 

do not know as they have not seen other reports except theirs. The participants 

highlighted that standardisation of report writing promote consistency and uniformity, 

maintains quality of the report, reduces the potential to make mistakes, and leads to 

efficiency of quality review. In contrast, the participants indicated that the non-

standardisation of the forensic reports makes it difficult to maintain consistency and 

has a potential of leading to a high error rate. During the documents analysis, forensic 

reports of various Sections were perused and compared against the SOP. It was 

discovered that DFS forensic reports are not standardised despite following the same 

SOP on forensic report.  

“According to you, what hinders the standardisation of forensic reports in the DFS?” 

It was revealed through the research interviews that aspects that hinder the 

standardisation of the forensic reports include, amongst others, “the bureaucratic 

decision making, lack of meaningful consultation of role players, different exhibits 

analysed by Sections, improper and ineffective quality management systems, lack of 

training on report writing, inefficient research and development, non-compliance to 

SOPs and lack of consequence management.” The participants’ responses highlight 

their awareness of the challenges facing the DFS in achieving the standardisation of 
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forensic reports. In addition, the participants highlighted those other critical 

impediments to the standardisation of forensic reports are (a) “various and unique 

nature of the DFS Sections,” (b) “different exhibits analysed by each Section,” and (c) 

“passive involvement by top management in addressing recurring non-conformance 

of the SOP and policies.” 

A follow-up question, namely: “In your opinion, what should be done to achieve 

standardisation of the forensic reports in the FS?” was posed to the participants and 

the following prevalent responses were derived: (a) “Involve forensic analysts (all role 

players) in SOP drafting,” (b) “Standardised training,” (c) “Conduct quality cycles and 

training,” and (d) “Follow SOPs” (x5). 

Forty-three out of 47 participants indicated that the current SOP on forensic report 

writing is sufficient and does address the requirements and the expectations of the 

intended client. This information was solicited by the following question: “Does the 

current SOP address the requirements and expectations of the intended client?” Four 

participants indicated that “the current SOP is not sufficient and does not address the 

needs of the clients.” Only one participant did not know whether the SOP on forensic 

report writing does address the expectations of the intended clients or not. 

7.10 CONCLUSION 

This chapter analysed and interpreted the research findings from the interviews 

conducted with participants. An overview was also presented of the literature explored 

in Chapter 2, 3, 4, 5 and 6 of this study. Moreover, this chapter outlined key themes 

and sub-themes that emerged from the data collected from the participants during the 

research interviews. Responses of the participants were analysed and grouped 

according to their relevance and placed under related headings. The verbatim quotes 

of the participants were expressed so that their views are not distorted. Figures and 

tables displayed key themes that were transcribed from the raw data emanating from 

the interviews with the participants. Literature was incorporated in various themes to 

support the views of the participants outlined. The analysis of the data was conducted 

in a fair and objective manner that did not unduly strive to inappropriately pursue a 

particular narrative, but to present the true views and understanding of the participants. 
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CHAPTER EIGHT: SUMMARY, RECOMMENDATIONS AND CONCLUSION OF 

THE STUDY 

8.1 INTRODUCTION 

This chapter presents, amongst others, the summary of research findings derived from 

the data obtained from the interviews with the participants and in-depth literature 

review. Furthermore, this chapter demonstrates the extent to which the research 

questions were answered and the manner with which the research objectives were 

achieved. The research study was driven by the aim to determine the standardisation 

of the forensic reports for court purposes. In addition, this segment of the research 

project outlines the recommendations drawn from the findings, which were borne from 

the voluminous data collected in the process of the research study. As a result, a 

sound and objective conclusion was derived based on factually and scientifically 

verifiable data. 

8.2 RESEARCH OVERVIEW 

The forensic report is the final product that is issued to the court of law and other role 

players in the CJS and forums. Section 212 of the CPA (Act 51of 1977) clearly outlines 

the prerequisites of a forensic report. The DFS is a division of the SAPS which provides 

forensic services to the investigation team. Different exhibits are received and 

examined by various Sections of the FSL and other Components of the DFS such as 

CR & CSM. A qualitative research approach was employed to collect empirical data 

that would shed light and contribute to the factual findings, sound and practical 

recommendations, and the objective conclusion of the research project. 

8.2.1 Research problem 

This research was triggered by a need to explore the non-standardisation of the 

forensic report issued by the DFS for court purposes. The DFS has one SOP for 

forensic report writing which applies to all the Components and the Sections who 

receive and analyse different exhibits on daily basis. There were noticeable disparities 

on the forensic reports issued by various Sections of the FSL, despite being guided 

by the same SOP. 

8.2.2 Research aims and objectives 

The aim of this study was to determine that standardisation and the conformity of the 

forensic reports issued by the DFS in accordance with the SOP and outlining the basic 
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requirements of a forensic report in conjunction with the pre-requisites of the CPA and 

other approved prescripts. This research aim is in line with Khan (2008:2) who asserts 

that the aim of research is to seek answers to a problem through the application of 

scientific methodology, which guarantees that the information obtained is reliable and 

unbiased. 

The objectives of this study were: 

➢ To ascertain the prescribed layout and required contents of forensic reports 

➢ To determine the conformity of forensic reports issued by the DFS in 

accordance with the SOP, CPA and QMS;  

➢ To identify challenges that hinder standardisation of forensic reports; 

➢ To highlight the impact of non-conformance of the forensic reports, and; 

➢ To make recommendations to achieve standardisation of forensic reports 

issued by the DFS. 

8.2.3 The research questions 

Subsequently, the following research questions were central in soliciting and gathering 

the necessary information needed to come to constructive and meaningful findings, 

recommendations to address the identified deficits, and to come to a sound 

conclusion. For the purposes of this study, the following research questions were 

explored: 

Primary research question: 

Are forensic reports issued by the forensic analysts of the FS standardised and 

compliant in terms of prescribed policies and procedures? 

 

Secondary research questions: 

➢ What is the prescribed structure and content of a forensic report issued by the 

Division Forensic Service? 

➢ How best can the standardisation of the forensic reports within the Division 

Forensic Service be achieved? 

➢ What are the international best practices in the standardisation of forensic 

reports?  
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The above research questions were answered through various data collection 

methods. These research questions made it possible to focus on addressing the 

identified research problem, and to ensure that the findings reached were relevant and 

objective. The researcher’s personal expertise and experience did not influence the 

findings reached as the researcher ensured that he does not participate in contributing 

to the information relied on in this study. The researcher only collected, analysed, and 

interpreted data obtained from the participants and the literature. 

8.3 OVERVIEW OF THE PRECEDING CHAPTERS 

This research is formally structured in eight chapters to logically explore each chapter 

in a more comprehensible and systematic manner, and to ensure that relevant and 

related themes are discussed in an organised and scientific approach. A brief overview 

of each chapter is hereby presented: 

8.3.1 Chapter 1: General Orientation 

This chapter focused on the general oriental of the research methodology and the 

approach with which the research project had to embark on. A problem statement was 

clearly articulated in the manner that it highlighted what the research problem was, 

what has been done about the identified research problem, what this research study 

intended to do to address the research problem and to contribute to the body of 

knowledge through empirical data. The aim and the objectives of the research study 

were outlined, and key theoretical concepts defined in the manner that their meaning 

was used in this research project with a view to mitigate a possible confusion or 

ubiquity. This segment of the research project also covered the data collection 

methods to be used to achieve the aim and objectives of the entire research project. 

8.3.2 Chapter 2: The structure and content of a forensic report 

Chapter two mainly focused and outlined the appearance of the forensic report in a 

form of a structure and the composition of a forensic report. Literature was trawled to 

gather the best and relevant information, which was augmented by data collected from 

the participants in conjunction with the legal prescripts and applicable organisational 

policies. The current structure and the content of the forensic report were examined to 

determine what information is contained in the forensic report. 
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8.3.3 Chapter 3: Standardisation and international best practices in 

compiling forensic reports 

Efforts were made to highlight the state of standardisation of the forensic report in the 

DFS and the international best practices in compiling forensic reports. The 

conformance of the forensic report with the legal prescripts was laid bare. The 

appropriate use and the value technical and administrative review process was 

discussed and emphasised as a tool to improve the quality and the standardisation of 

the forensic report in the DFS. 

8.3.4 Chapter 4: An overview of forensic science in the international 

community 

With a view to learn and adopt the best practices from the international community, an 

overview of other countries’ state of forensic service and forensic report writing were 

explored by means of literature review. Best lessons and practices were reviewed, 

and appropriate ones were adopted from countries that have similar or related 

approach in forensic science through the benchmarking. The alignment of the forensic 

report issued by the FS for court was put against that of other countries with a view to 

adopt the best international laboratory practice on report writing. 

8.3.5 Chapter 5: Challenges hindering standardisation of forensic reports in 

the forensic services 

Chapter five outlined the challenges that hinder the standardisation of the forensic 

report writing and the forensic processes in general. Both local and international 

impediments were identified and highlighted. This chapter served as a precursor for 

the efforts to remedy the identified deficits, through practical implementations of the 

recommendations.  

8.3.6 Chapter 6: Methodological parameters of the study  

Methodological parameters of the research project were outlined and set in chapter 

six of this study, outlining the appropriate and suitable research design and approach 

compatible with this project. The DFS was purposely selected as a population target 

and ethical considerations were adhered to in the manner outlined in chapter six during 

the data collection and compiling of the research report in a form of a scientific and 

academic dissertation.  
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8.3.7 Chapter 7: Presentation, discussion, and interpretation of research 

findings 

This chapter presents findings in a form of emergent themes and sub-themes which 

were derived from the information provided by the participants during the interviews. 

The themes presented are discussed and interpreted in the context of determining the 

understanding of the participants on the research topic. Relevant literature is collated 

to validate and support the understanding and views of the participants, together with 

the findings made. The key themes and sub-themes derived from the data collected 

during interviews were outlined in a form of a table. 

8.4 GENERAL RECOMMENDATIONS 

Du Plooy-Cilliers et al., (2014:278), predicate that purpose of recommendations in the 

conclusion section of the research study is to highlight the validity of the research 

results, to identify further areas of useful research or to point to omissions and 

knowledge gaps. The recommendations made at the end of the research study also 

demonstrate the insight that the researcher has gained through the research and how 

the research findings can be implemented and applied. This chapter further made 

recommendations based on the findings of the study. The recommendations made 

were aimed at addressing the shortfalls identified during the research study and 

highlighted by means of the findings. This chapter also highlight the general 

recommendations for optimising and improving the forensic service in general. These 

general recommendations can be adopted and implemented by all forensic disciplines 

globally. In addition, specific recommendations are made based on this research study 

with a view to address the highlighted deficits. The NAS report on forensic science 

(2009) recommends that forensic laboratories be removed from the command and 

control of law enforcement to eliminate any bias in performing scientific analysis and 

to effectively promote standardisation. It is very challenging and perhaps unrealistic to 

perform forensic analyses in a vacuum with no perception of pressure from victims, 

law enforcement, or the community in general to identify a suspect or solve a case. 

Policies and procedures are mandated by the ISO standard to acknowledge, manage, 

and monitor any outside influence that may affect laboratory services (Dale & Becker, 

2015:17). 

To manage and regulate what should be or not be included in the forensic report, it is 

recommended that the current policy and SOPs governing the writing of forensic 
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reports be reviewed. It should be taken into consideration that policies are never 

designed by individuals working alone, instead, the process should be inclusive of all 

personnel who will be affected by the change or implementation of such policy. The 

policy should clearly and unambiguously indicate what should be included in the 

forensic reports, and outline what should not be included in the report to work towards 

achieving a required standardisation (Nair & Nair, 2014:123). 

8.4.1 Fundamental recommendations for standardisation of forensic reports 

After a careful analysis and interpretation of the research findings, this study makes 

recommendations that are informed by research findings and supported by data 

collected during the study and the literature review.  The following recommendations 

based on this study are hereby made: 

➢ The forensic analysts should avoid writing reports that are full of jargon and 

abbreviations. Use words rather than initials, abbreviations, or symbols. The 

forensic analysts should remember that while they and most of their immediate 

colleagues may understand what the meaning of the jargon used is, the report 

may be read by people outside of their field of expertise, who may be 

completely unfamiliar with their jargon and abbreviations. Always keep the 

language and format simple and to the point. The fact presented must be clear 

and understandable; 

➢ There are three major tenses used in the criminal justice reporting, namely: 

present, past, and future tense. Although most reports are written in the past 

tense, an attempt should be made to use only one tense in a report and avoid 

switching back to forth between the tenses; 

➢ Use active voice when writing reports. Criminal justice reports are best when 

written in the active voice, because such sentences are clear and normally 

require fewer words. 

➢ One of the major problems in report writing is the use of pronouns, often; the 

pronoun used usually fails to agree with the subject used. If the subject is 

singular, the pronoun that is used to replace it should be singular, for example: 

‘Peter’ wrote the report; ‘he’ wrote the report. The best practice should be to 

opt to use the subject rather than the pronoun. 
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➢ It is also suggested and highly recommended that the report be written in a 

first person rather than third person in all criminal justice report, including 

forensic and law enforcement reports. For example: “I know and understand 

the content of this statement” as opposed to “the undersigned knows and 

understands the content of this statement”. 

➢ Make use of a gender-neutral language as it is important for a report to remain 

gender neutral. In traditional (ancient) writing, the use of he and him was 

considered universal and applied to both men and women. This practice is no 

longer acceptable, and many traditional terms are easily replaced by gender-

neutral terms, for example: personnel for manpower, police officer for 

policeman; 

➢ Avoid the use of superfluous words or legalese to sound intelligent and 

professional as such usage often has the effect of interfering with the reader’s 

ability to understand the author is trying to communicate, thereby defeating 

the purpose of which the report is intended for. Always keep in short and 

simple; 

➢ A report should be factually based; report on what happened based on 

statements of facts and physical evidence. Facts are verifiable, anything other 

than facts, including inferences, suppositions, and opinions, must be labelled 

as such to avoid confusion. Avoid writing subjective statements, always be 

factual and truthful; 

➢ The report must be concise, say as much as necessary with as few words as 

possible. Avoid the use of unnecessary words and phrases. Avoid the use of 

run-on or extremely long sentences and paragraphs that tend to confuse both 

the author and the audience. Only write what is necessary and relevant to the 

issue at hand; 

➢ Ensure that the report is completed in a timely manner. Failure to submit 

(forensic) reports on judicial determination could result in the dismissal of the 

criminal case. Untimely reports have a monetary cost as case postponement 

involves additional finances costs for both the state and the respondents due 

to prolonged trial. After all, justice delayed is justice denied. 

Additionally, the following recommendations supported by the NAS committee to deal 

with the challenges of the forensic science are hereby presented: 
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➢ The establishment of standard terminologies and reporting procedures; 

➢ Conduct research to address issues of accuracy, reliability and validity; 

➢ Remove public forensic laboratories from the administrative control of the law 

enforcement agencies or prosecutor’s office; 

➢ Conduct research on human observer bias and source of human error; 

➢ Develop tools for measurement, validation, reliability, information sharing and 

proficiency to ensure quality control and best forensic laboratory practice; 

➢ Make forensic scientist certification and laboratory accreditation mandatory; 

➢ Establish effective quality assurance and quality control procedures; 

➢ Establish a mandatory national code of ethics; 

➢ Develop academic-level education and training programs; 

➢ The DFS should prepare and train forensic analysts to work and deal with the 

evolution of technology within the forensic science. 

The successful implementation of these recommendations could potentially assist in 

the realisation of the standardisation of the forensic processes, methods, techniques, 

and the forensic reporting of the results for the use of the courts of law and other 

interested parties. 

8.4.2 Continuous improvement 

It is recommended that entities, such as the DFS adopt the quality principle which is 

known as continuous improvement. Continuous improvement, as the name implies, 

adopts an approach to improve performance which assumes many small incremental 

improvement steps. Continuous improvement does view small improvements, 

however, as having one significant advantage over the large ones, as small 

improvements can be followed relatively painlessly by other small improvements. No 

matter the size of an improvement, it is still useful in the realisation of a bigger 

objective. It is not the rate of improvement, which is important, but it is the momentum 

of improvement which counts a lot.  

The DFS should consider putting in place measures that will ensure that repeat non-

conformances are dealt with in the manner that will serve as a deterrent to others who 

may be considering violating the available policies and procedures. In a quest to 

realise continuous improvement, an important element within some improvement 

approaches is the use of a literally never-ending process of repeatedly questioning 

and re-questioning the detailed working of a process or activity. This repeated and 
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cyclical questioning is usually summarised by the idea of the improvement cycles, of 

which there are many, but two are widely used model; the Plan, Do, Check and Act 

(PDCA) model and Define, Measure, Analyse, Improve and Control (DMAIC) model. 

These internationally applied models are explained below: 

8.4.3 Plan, Do, Check and Act (PDCA) model 

It starts with the P (for plan) stage, which involves an examination of the current 

method, or the problem area being studied. This involves collecting and analysing data 

to formulate a plan of action which is intended to improve performance or the problem 

area. Once a plan for improvement has been set and agreed upon, the next step is 

the D (for do) stage. This is the implementation stage during which the plan is tried out 

in the operation. This stage may, within itself, involve a mini PDCA cycle as the 

problems of implementation are resolved. Next comes the C (for check) stage where 

the new implementation solution is evaluated to see whether it has resulted in the 

expected performance improvement. Finally, comes the A (for act) stage. During this 

stage, the change is consolidated or standardised if it has been successful. 

Alternatively, if the change has not been successful, the lesson learned from the trial 

are formalised before the PDCA cycle starts again. 

8.4.4 Define, Measure, Analyse, Improve, Control (DMAIC) model 

The DMAIC model or cycle is in some ways more intuitive obvious than the PDCA 

cycle in as much as it follows a more experimental approach. The DMAIC cycle starts 

with (D), defining the problem or problems, partly to understand the scope of what 

needs to be done and partly to define exactly the requirements of the process of 

improvement cycle. (M), the measurement stage, entails validating the problem to 

make sure that it is really a problem worth solving. Once the measurements have been 

established, they can be analysed (A). The analysis stage is seen as an opportunity 

to develop hypothesis as to what the main root cause of the problems identified. The 

next step is (I) for improving the process. Ideas are developed to remove the root 

causes of problems, solutions are tested and those solutions that seem to work are 

implemented, formalised and results measured. The improved process needs to be 

continuously monitored and controlled (C), to check that the improved level of 

performance is sustainable. On completion of the process, it can be repeated to define 

the problems which are preventing further improvements, and to address such 

impediments. 
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8.5 RECOMMENDATIONS BASED ON THE RESEARCH STUDY 

Du Plooy-Cilliers et al., (2014:279), stipulate that there are two types of 

recommendations, namely (a) recommendations for practical implementation, and (b) 

recommendations for further study. In line with this stipulation, the following 

recommendations are made: 

8.6 RECOMMENDATIONS FOR PRACTICAL IMPLEMENTATION 

Recommendations for practical implementation are usually based on specific results 

and findings that prescribe what could or should be done in practice. 

Recommendations for practical implementation will specifically highlight findings of 

interest to specific role players in professional fields or propose changes in the way 

that professionals currently approach a problem or conduct business. This research 

study has summarised themes that were outlined and highlighted during the data 

processes, which make recommendations for practical implementation with a view to 

achieve the standardisation of the forensic report. The figure below outlines a 

summary of themes for standardisation of forensic report. 

The following study-specific recommendations were made based on the findings of 

this research study with the sole purpose of improving the DFS: 

8.6.1 Recommendation 1: Continuous training and personnel development 

The high percentage of the DFS forensic analysts interviewed knows about the SOP 

on report writing and the purpose of such SOP. Efforts should be made to reach out 

to those who are not aware of the prescribed SOP on forensic report writing by means 

of refresher courses, expert forums, and quality cycles. This exercise should include 

all members including those who have a better understanding to further deepen their 

knowledge and understanding of the SOP and other related prescripts. 

 

The DFS is advised to strengthen the development and facilitation structure which is 

responsible for internal training and workshops in the division. This structure should 

ensure that there is a continuous development of members by ensuring that members 

(forensic analysts) attend relevant courses relating to their specific duties. Refresher 

programmes should be established over and above the formal training and courses to 

always keep the forensic analysts relevant. Members that are responsible for the 

internal training should be well equipped to carry out their tasks effectively and 
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efficiently. Tailored courses such as facilitation, presentation, moderation, and 

assessment courses should be ear-marked for the trainers who are responsible to 

train other members of the DFS. Additionally, the DFS should strive to ensure that the 

internal trainers are certified by a reputable and recognised entity that specialises 

providing recognition on forensic trainers. 

8.6.2 Recommendation 2: Accreditation of the Forensic Science Laboratory 

The process of certification and accrediting the DFS should be expedited to give more 

credence to the work done by the forensic analysts during the legal proceedings such 

as the court of law. The accreditation will ensure that the DFS is globally recognised 

and competitive amongst the forensic communities. The accreditation will assist in an 

equitable and fair distribution of resources to Sections of the DFS thereby promoting 

standardisation of forensic processes and activities. International benchmarking 

should be intensified with the purposes of adopting the best international laboratory 

practices which will ultimately boost the reliability of the forensic analysis. 

8.6.3 Recommendation 3: Review and align SOP (DFS0021P of 2017) in line with 

the CPA 

The DFS is advised to review the current SOP (DFS0021P of 2017) on report writing 

to ensure compliance to the Criminal Procedure Act, 1977 (Act 51 of 1977) section 

212. The review of the SOP should amongst others, focus on the compliance of section 

212(8)(a)(ii) (aa) (bb) & (cc) which outline what and how the chain of custody should 

be composed. In addition, the SOP should guide forensic analysts to mention all the 

steps and stages that a case is subjected to in the normal examination process, 

including case review. 

 

The forensic reports issued by the DFS for court purposes should explicitly be based 

on facts, and not opinions. The DFS should ensure that only factual findings are 

reported in the forensic report as required by section 212(4)(a) of the Criminal 

Procedure Act, 1977 (Act 51 of 1977). The Act does not make provision for opinions 

but facts. 

8.6.4 Recommendation 4: Introduce Research and Innovation Section 

Introduce Research and Innovation Section (RIS) comprising of the researchers, legal 

and the technical experts who should work together to ensure that the DFS acquire 



197 
 

the internationally accepted best laboratory practices and develop the procedures 

which are in line with the prescripts of the law and procure the best technical resources 

for the performance of various forensic examinations. This structure should also be 

decentralised to various Sections to focus on the specific needs of each Section and 

the examination conducted which may not necessarily be generic to other Sections of 

the DFS. In addition, the RIS should be responsible for conducting research on the 

latest forensic technologies that are required to analyse forensic exhibits effectively 

and efficiently in line with the evolving technologies globally. 

8.6.5 Recommendation 5: Consider decentralising SOPs 

The division should explore the impact of standardised SOPs in the DFS which are 

binding on all Sections, taking into consideration the differences in the type of the 

exhibits received and analysed by each Section. A sound decision should be sought 

as to whether the DFS continues with the standardised SOPs or to allow Sections to 

draft SOPs which address their specific operations. The DFS should reconsider the 

placement of polygraph testing within the FSL, considering that polygraph testing is 

not regarded as forensic examination as outlined by the Criminal Procedure Act, 1977 

(Act 51 of 1977). The law does not make provision of the polygraph testing amongst 

the examination types mentioned under section 212(4)(a). The division should 

consider placing the polygraph testing under the command of the CR & CSM instead 

of the current placement of the FSL. 

8.6.6 Recommendation 6: Present unambiguous SOP 

The inability of the SOP relating to forensic report writing to outline what information 

should not be included in the content of the report leaves the forensic analysts with 

discretion to include whatever information they wish and deem necessary. The SOP 

only provides the minimum requirements of which once they are met, a member 

(forensic analyst) may be at liberty to include any other information. As it stands, the 

inclusion of one’s gender, religion, hobbies, and marital status is not prohibited by the 

SOP and such inclusion may not be regarded as a non-conformance to the SOP. The 

SOP should make prohibitions of what should not be included in the content of the 

forensic report. This will assist to enhance standardisation of forensic reports issued 

by the DFS for court purposes. The SOP must be drafted in a manner that it serves 

as an effective communication tool, rather than a mere document. The DFS should 

draft, compile and present a standardised training on forensic report writing to the 
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forensic analysts. A training manual must be in place and should form part of the 

internal training. Reliant on senior members to provide apprenticeship to junior 

members will lead to variation and non-standardisation of forensic report. 

8.6.7 Recommendation 7: Introduce effective corrective measures 

Over and above a mere registering of a non-conformance for non-compliance to the 

SOP, the DFS should introduce effective consequence management measures that 

will serve as a deterrent to deliberate flouting of the SOP. The QMS should be 

strengthened to deal with intentional flouting of the prescribed procedures and the 

implementation of effective corrective actions aimed at curbing reoccurrence and 

improves compliance to the procedures. The QMS of the DFS should be strengthened 

to ensure compliance to the SOP and polices, and deal with repeat non-conformance 

in a manner that will deter further intentional violation of the procedures. Effective 

consequence management processes should be implemented in the DFS to 

encourage compliance and to achieve standardisation.   

8.6.8 Recommendation 8: Ensure merits-based promotions and appointments 

The DFS is a specialised field of forensic science which require competency and 

expertise. The DFS should appoint competent and qualified managers to lead various 

Sections as it recruits members with relevant academic qualifications to be enrolled 

as forensic analysts. Managers should equally be exemplary in their academic 

qualification’s attainment. This will promote and assist the managers to view qualified 

forensic analysts as positive contributors in the scientific field rather that a threat to 

their positions. 

 

The DFS should consider introducing expertise retention strategy aimed at retaining 

the forensic analysts that are within the DFS. A clear career path should be introduced 

where excellence and self-development are encouraged and rewarded. Appointment 

of managers should be based on merits, such as academic qualifications, to improve 

the image of the forensic service and to professionalise it in accordance with the 

international practice is strongly recommended. An entry level academic requirement 

should not be used as a requirement for the higher or management position. The 

forensic service should impart the culture of self-development amongst its members 

which will in turn improve the image and the integrity of the division as a reputable 

profession. 
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8.6.9 Recommendation 9: Review the practice of “reporting officer” at Biology 

Section 

The practice of reporting officers at Biology Section should be reviewed. Reporting 

officers are forensic analysts who appear in the court of law for court testimony on 

behalf of the Section and the analysts who have physically received and analysed the 

exhibits. This practice amounts to hearsay evidence as the reporting officer does not 

have first-hand experience of the analysis of the case in which they are testifying on. 

By large, hearsay evidence is not acceptable by the South African legal system. 

8.6.10 Recommendation 10: Standardised resources 

The DFS should ensure that Sections performing similar analysis do have similar 

equipment across all regions. This will ensure standardisation of the methods and 

techniques used in the analysis of forensic exhibits. Procurement of specialised 

equipment should cater for all the Sections and specialised training on such equipment 

be provided amongst all forensic analysts of the Section concerned. Currently, some 

QDS Sections are using more advanced equipment while others are still utilising the 

older and out-dated version, while both Sections are required to conduct similar high-

quality analysis. 

8.6.11 Recommendations for further study 

Recommendations for further study generally propose follow-up studies or replication 

studies. Findings that are not validated by the literature study may indicate useful 

avenue for further study. The same applies to research questions that have not been 

satisfactorily dealt with or that remain unanswered and research problems that have 

not been solved in full. The failure to answer research questions or solve research 

problems may also be the result of limitations that can be adequately addressed under 

different conditions or with the use of different methodology. This study has identified 

areas that require further exploration and review of the current practices in order to 

make informed determinations. Conducting further study of aspects that are either not 

clear or fully answered is critical for the DFS to make an informed decision based of 

empirical facts. Recommendation for further studies should not be used as an excuse 

not to implement viable recommendations, but practical implementation of other 

recommendations should be carried out while a parallel process is undertaken for 

further study.  Table 8.1 below accentuates aspects for further study: 
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Table 8.1: Recommendations for further study 

     

Source: Researcher 

Based on the findings made from the empirical data collected during the research 

study, the recommendations were derived for further study as outlined on Table 8.1 

above. The DFS has one SOP pertaining to forensic report writing which is used by all 

Sections. This is despite that each Section receives and analyses unique exhibits. It 

is recommended that a further study is conducted to determine feasibility of separate 

SOPs per Section based on their unique needs. The inclusion of footnotes and list of 

reference is a practice that is preferred and adopted by some in the forensic report, 

although the SOP is silent on this matter. A further study should be conducted to come 

to a determination as to whether such should be allowed or prohibited in the South 

African context of forensic report writing. And finally, the use of reporting officers by 

Biology Section should be further researched to determine the legality of such practice. 

The reporting officer, in this context, is a person who testifies in the court of law on 

analysis that was conducted by another forensic analyst. In conducting further study, 

it is recommended that all role players be included in the study. These include the 

senior managers at the Forensic Services and the legal practitioners. The senior 

managers’ inclusion is based on their influence and position in decision making 

pertaining to the forensic report, and the legal practitioners are the ultimate recipients 

of the forensic reports during court proceedings. 
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Figure 8.2: Components of a forensic report in terms of Section 212 of the CPA, 

1977, (Act 51 of 1977) 

   

As outlined in Figure 8.2 above, a forensic report is a legal document which must fully 

comply with the requirements of the law. This study revealed that the forensic report 

issued by the DFS is not compliant with the requirements of the law. Several aspects 

were identified as the impediments for the DFS to fully comply with the law in terms of 

report writing. The participants in this study have exposed some aspects which serve 

as impediments to the realisation of a standardised forensic report in the DFS. The 

figure below summarises common themes identified as the main shortcomings for 

non-standardisation of forensic report in the DFS. 
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Figure 8.3: Reasons for non-standardisation of the forensic report issued by the 

DFS 

  

Figure 8.3 above further elaborates on reasons for which are the main drivers for the 

non-standardisation of the forensic report in the DFS. The figure highlights that the 

DFS has several Sections which receive various and different exhibits. The current 

SOP on report writing is vague with little and ineffective consultation with the end-

users. The available QMS is not effective to address repeated non-conformance to the 

SOPs in terms of pro-active and reactive measures. There is no effective and efficient 

consequence management for the non-compliance to the SOP, hence there is no 

deterrent. The necessary technical support at the operational level is also lacking. 
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8.7 A PROPOSED FRAMEWORK FOR THE STANDARDISATION OF THE 

FORENSIC REPORT FOR COURT PURPOSES 

For the purposes of standardisation of forensic reports for court purposes, this study 

hereby recommends a proposed framework for the standardisation of the forensic 

report which is inclusive of current information of the DFS reports and additional 

information not covered in the contents of the forensic report issued by the forensic 

analysts of the DFS for court purposes. This proposed framework is attached for ease 

of reference as Annexure G. 

8.7.1 A forensic report title 

The DFS make use of a standard title on the forensic report which quotes the relevant 

sections of the CPA. This practice is consistent with the legal requirement and should 

be used further until such time that the law or legislation is amended. The use of this 

title has been widely accepted in the South African judiciary system. The forensic title 

“AFFIDAVIT IN TERMS OF SECTIONS 212 OF THE CRIMINAL PROCEDURE ACT, 

1977 (ACT 51 OF 1977) (AS AMENDED)” is entailed in the DFS SOP (DFS0021P of 

2017) for report writing for guidance to forensic analysts. 

The forensic report is immediately followed by a declaration statement. This is where 

a forensic analyst takes an oath or affirmation and subsequently quote the relevant 

sub-sections of the CPA that relate to forensic report writing or sworn affidavit. The 

current declaration statement in the DFS report is as follows: “READY CONDRY 

RASEKGOALO declares under oath in accordance with section 212, 

subsections (4) (a) and (8) (a) of the Criminal Procedure Act, Act 51 of 1977 (as 

amended) as follows:” 

8.7.2 The opening paragraph 

The opening paragraph of the DFS report contains the personnel number and the rank 

(position) of the forensic analysts who has conducted the task that is being reported 

upon, be it exhibit analysis or crime scene processing. This is followed by the physical 

address of the laboratory and the contact details from which the analyst could be 

found. As a legal requirement in terms of section 212(1)(a) and (8)(a), the analysts 

indicates that they are in the service of the state, as indicated below: 

“I am a Lieutenant Colonel in the South African Police Service, with personnel 

number 7023905-3, attached to the Forensic Science Laboratory, Questioned 
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Documents Section, 1 Avenue East Road, Prospecton in Durban. Contact 

number 082 378 1053. I am employed as a Commander of Questioned 

Documents Analysis and a Chief Forensic Analyst. I am in service of the State.” 

8.7.3 Analyst’s credentials 

It is imperative to indicate the credentials of a forensic analyst in a forensic report. This 

practice is necessary to the court of law to be able to ascertain the suitability of a 

forensic analyst as an expert in the field of forensic. For this reason, the DFS report 

should include personal credentials of the analysts, which include the work experience 

and years of service, academic qualifications, internal training received, and 

workshops attended. A comprehensive model of analyst’s credential is clearly 

displayed on the attached model forensic report under paragraph two. 

8.7.4 Full description of exhibits received 

A clear and full description of the exhibit received is important. This includes all the 

identifying features, makings and packaging. A full and accurate description of the 

exhibits is important for chain of custody of exhibits to be maintained. A forensic report 

should be inclusive of this information, similar to the following: 

“On 30 July 2022, during the execution of my official duties, I received the 

following exhibit pertaining to KING SHAKA CAS 11/11/2059, from the Case 

Administration of the Questioned Documents Section, Forensic Science 

Laboratory in Kwa-Zulu Natal: 

One exhibit, also referred to as questioned document, (purported to be a South 

African smart card (Identity document), with ID number …... in the name of 

“……………………” This exhibit was sealed in an official South African Police 

Service exhibit bag with serial number PA500111122223333444, which was 

undamaged at receipt.” 

The full description of the exhibits or item received is a legal requirement as stipulated 

by section 212(8)(a)(ii) of the CPA. 

8.7.5 Analysis mandate 

Every forensic analysis conducted by the DFS is conducted on the behest of request 

by the client. The client makes a specific request for analyses to the DFS which serves 

as a mandate and rules of engagement. The request by the client must be categorically 
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mentioned in the forensic report and should be complied with to maintain objectivity. 

No analysis other that the one requested by the client should be conducted as such 

could raise questions relating to impartiality. The DFS is, however, not limited to 

providing forensic advice to the client pertaining to the potential analysis of interest 

based on the evidence and clues arising from the initial mandate. Deviating from the 

requested analysis by the client could potentially raise conflict of interest questions on 

the part of the DFS. 

8.7.6 Methodology and techniques used 

The process of analysis and the techniques used in the forensic analysis of the exhibit 

should be indicated in the forensic report. The equipment used and its calibration 

status is important for increasing reliability of the test conducted on the equipment 

mentioned. The methodology and techniques used may differ based on the equipment 

used and the analysis required, but a model could resemble the following: 

“In the case at hand, I applied the following examination methods and 

techniques, using a “Projectina Docucenter Nirvis,” (specialised equipment 

which was calibrated and fit for purpose at the time of this analysis): 

Microscopy (for high magnification observation using incident light 

illumination); 

Visible and infrared reflected lighting (including broad-band illumination for 

general inspection, narrow-band illumination for exciting fluorescence and 

broad-band side and transmitted lighting); 

Reflected ultraviolet (UV) lighting (monochromatic illumination for exciting 

fluorescence); 

Analysis of the printing process of a genuine South African Identity document/ 

smart Card to that identified on the questioned document.” 

8.7.7 Observation made 

It is inconceivable that a forensic analyst could conduct an analysis without making 

observations on the exhibits being analysed. As a result, the observations made 

should be recorded in the forensic reports as such observations could most likely be 

the bases to come to particular findings. The observations made must be factual and 
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be verifiable, in line with section 212(4)(a) of the CPA which stipulates that “whenever 

any fact established by any examination or process….”. The following is a proposed 

opening statement to be adopted when observations are made: 

“During a forensic examination of the exhibit in question, I made the following 

factual observations: 

The exhibit in question has security Ultra-Violet (UV) features that reflect when 

exposed to UV light; 

The security micro-printing on the exhibit in question is printed similar to that of a 

genuine Republic of South Africa’s (RSA) smart card identity document; 

The background printing is of a high quality as is often used in the security documents 

such as the identity documents; 

The retro-reflective feature that is on the document in question is similar to that found 

on the genuine RSA smart card identity document”. 

The South African legal system, in particular the CPA, does not make provision for the 

expression of opinions in the forensic report. However, a court of law may request a 

forensic analyst to express opinion in the court of law during oral testimony. For this 

reason, no opinion should be expressed in the content of the forensic report for court 

purposes. At the time of this study, some DFS reports were expressing opinions in the 

content of the forensic report, which is in contravention of the statute. 

8.7.8 Forensic report findings 

The report finding is arguably the most important part of the forensic report that most 

parties are interested in.  A temptation should be avoided to make a finding to entice 

one party over the other, but the finding should be based on the factual observations 

made during the analysis of the exhibit. This study hereby presents a simple model 

finding as follows: “Based on the above-mentioned observations, I came to the 

following finding: (a) the exhibit in question is a genuine RSA smart card identity 

document.” 

There must be a correlation between the observations and the finding made, and 

following the same methodology and techniques, the finding made should be 

reproducible and verified. 
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8.7.9 Quality assurance process 

None of the forensic report perused have indicated that the case together with the 

exhibits are subjected to the internal quality assurance process. In practice, all cases 

are taken for peer review by competent and proficient forensic analysts who conduct 

what is referred to by the DFS as technical and administrative review. This process 

seeks to ensure the all the correct protocols were followed in conducting a forensic 

analysis on all cases. This process further assists in identifying mistakes before a 

forensic report is issued to the client with a view to produce a high-quality product. 

With a view to address this deficiency, this study recommends the following model 

paragraph as a quality assurance discloser in the forensic report: 

“On completion of the analysis, the exhibits and the case file, which had a 

forensic report together with relevant documents, were subjected to an internal 

quality assurance process (case review) by a competent and proficient forensic 

analyst to verify the processes followed and the correctness of the finding 

made. This process is aimed at ensuring compliance to the applicable policies 

and adherence to high quality standard with a view to minimise or eliminate 

errors. The process of internal quality assurance was conducted in my presence 

as the custodian of the case.” 

The inclusion of this statement provides assurance to the client and the court that all 

efforts have been taken to eliminate mistakes and to ensure high quality forensic 

report, which increases the reliability of the finding made. 

8.7.10 Exhibit integrity 

The analyst is required to mention the conditions under which the exhibits were kept 

during the process of analysis. The duration that the analysts kept the exhibit under 

their control needs to be specified. This information is crucial to ascertain the integrity 

of the exhibit during the process of analysis and to ensure that the exhibit was not in 

any way compromised. An example of the integrity statement is as follows: 

“The exhibit was under my exclusive control and under lock-and-key for the 

duration of the examination until I personally sealed it in an official South 

African Police Service exhibit bag with serial number PA5001123456. The exhibit 

and the case file were handed back to the administration office of the QDS in 

KZN for safekeeping and or returning purpose, on 31 July 2022.” 
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8.7.11 Oath or affirmation 

A statement which is not affirmed to or sworn to is not considered to be an official and 

binding affidavit. The deponent of a statement is required to affirm or take an oath 

before a commissioner of oaths. This process is necessary for the admission of the 

statement as an affidavit which is acceptable in the court of law. In South Africa, the 

following sentences, which should be included in the forensic report, constitute taking 

an oath: 

“I know and understand the contents of this declaration.  

I have no objection to taking the prescribed oath/affirmation.  

I consider the prescribed oath/affirmation to be binding on my conscience” 

8.7.12 Commissioner of oaths 

After the statement (in this case, a forensic report) has been affirmed or sworn to and 

signed by the deponent, the commissioner of oaths is required to write a certificate, 

sign and affix the official date stamp of the organisation or institution represented to 

complete the process of making the statement an official document. The commissioner 

of oaths is an official designated by section 6 of the justices of peace and 

commissioner of oaths Act (Act 16 of 1963). The following certificate is an example of 

the certificate used: 

“I certify that the deponent has acknowledged that he knows and understands 

the contents of this declaration which was sworn before me and the deponent's 

signature was placed thereon in my presence at PROSPECTON on the 30th 

September 2019. 

.................................................. (Signature)  

      (Full names and surname) 

      COMMISSIONER OF OATHS 

      (Institution represented and full address) 

      (Position held) 

      (Official dated stamp)”  
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8.8 ELEMENTS OF A PROPOSED FRAMEWORK NOT INCLUDED IN THE 

CURRENT FORENSIC REPORT ISSUED BY THE DFS FOR COURT PURPOSES 

The following elements of a proposed framework for the standardisation of the forensic 

report for court purposes are not included in the current forensic report issued by the 

DFS. It is recommended that the DFS incorporate these elements in the content of the 

forensic report as indicated in the proposed framework of forensic report. The inclusion 

of these elements will aid the conformance of the forensic reports issued by the DFS 

for court purposes with the CPA and the GLP requirements. 

8.8.1 Equipment used and its calibration status 

The forensic report issued by the DFS does not mention the equipment used in the 

examination of the exhibits. The calibration status of the equipment used is also not 

mentioned in the forensic report. 

8.8.2 Factual observations 

Section 212(4) of the CPA (Act 51 of 1977) indicates that only facts established 

through a process which requires skills in the forensic examination should be made. 

The law does not make provision for the expression of opinions in the content of 

forensic reports. Some forensic reports issued by the DFS do express opinions and 

not facts as directed by the CPA. Factual observations are objectively made and can 

be verified by another competent forensic analyst. 

8.8.3 Quality assurance 

All forensic cases are subjected to quality assurance process in the form of case 

review. This process involves an independent evaluation of the process used in the 

examination of the exhibits and the reporting of the results by means of forensic report. 

This process of quality assurance involves the review of case file, exhibits, and 

forensic report to ensure compliance to the internal processes in terms of applicable 

SOPs. As important as this process is, the current forensic reports do not disclose that 

the case (case file, exhibits, and forensic report) was subjected to a quality assurance 

process by another competent forensic analysts other than the one issuing a forensic 

report. 

8.8.4 Exhibit integrity 

The integrity of the exhibits is determined by, amongst others, the manner in which the 

exhibits are kept during the process of examination. The proposed framework makes 



210 
 

recommendation for the indication that the exhibits were kept under lock-and-key for 

the duration of examination. This indication provides assurance that the exhibits were 

kept safe and that reasonable measures were taken to eliminate potential exhibits 

contamination. The current forensic reports do not indicate how the exhibits were kept 

during the forensic analysis. The omission of this crucial information renders the 

forensic report issued by the DFS for court purposes not compliant to the requirement 

of section 212(8)(a)(i)(cc) of the CPA. 

This study recognises and acknowledges the solid foundation already laid down by 

the DFS in relation to forensic report writing. However, this study further identified gaps 

relating to the law and practical aspect in that the current forensic report issued by the 

DFS for court purposes does not fully comply with the requirements of the CPA, 

especially section 212 (8)(a)(bb), and practically in that the DFS forensic report does 

not disclosed all the steps or processes of analysis in the content of the forensic report. 

As a result, this study addressed the identified shortfalls by presenting a proposed 

framework as part of making original contribution to the body of knowledge in forensic 

report writing. 

The proposed framework for the standardisation of the forensic report discussed 

above is aimed at streamlining the DFS forensic reports and assist in the 

standardisation of forensic reports issued by the DFS for court purposes (a proposed 

framework for the standardisation of the forensic report is attached as “Annexure G”). 

However, the proposed forensic report alone will not achieve the intended purpose, 

the DFS SOP (DFS0021P of 2017) on report writing needs to be revised to provide 

proper and explicit guidelines on forensic report writing. This include avoiding 

ambiguous and vague instructions but setting a clear parameter to be followed. The 

DFS SOP (DFS0021P of 2017) on report writing also need to be explicit on what 

information is not required in the content of the forensic report, as failure to do so could 

expose the forensic report vulnerable for manipulation and deviation from the SOP 

(DFS0021P of 2017).  

8.9 CONCLUSION 

The study has revealed both positive and negative findings relating to the research 

topic. Although a grim picture has been painted by the negative findings, it is worth 

mentioning that the DFS has a solid foundation with which it should build on to improve 
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and strengthen its operations by improving on the negative findings identified in this 

study. Systems must be put in place to maintain the positives that have been 

established while ensuring that deliberate and purposeful measures are created and 

implemented to address the negatives. It is inconceivable that the DFS could be found 

wanting regarding compliance to the Criminal Procedure Act taking into consideration 

it (DFS) forms part of the Criminal Justice System. However, the division is capable to 

address the challenges identified. Top management buy-in will be crucial in the 

process of reviewing the related SOPs and ensuring that all the role players are 

involved.  

There is no standardisation of the forensic report in the DFS, and the current section 

212 statements (forensic reports) are not compliant to section 212 of the CPA. 

Compliance to the legal prescripts must be fundamental in the process of changing 

the negatives into positives, and the culture of continuous improvement must be 

adopted. The manner in which the forensic reports are written are in violation of the 

act with which they claim to conform to, and such renders them to be inadmissible in 

the court of law.  

A Proposed Framework for the Standardisation of the Forensic Report for Court 

Purposes was recommended as an alternative to the current flawed forensic report 

issued by the forensic analysts of the DFS for court purposes. The proposed 

framework recommended is meant to address the identified shortfalls and to promote 

standardisation of forensic reports in the DFS. For effective implementation of the 

proposed framework, the SOP on forensic report writing should be revised and be 

aligned to the CPA, with emphasis place on the identified deficiencies.   

Furthermore, it should be borne in mind that the practice of forensic science is not 

simply the application of a set of laboratory techniques; it is an attitude of mind, 

tendency to think in a particular way. It is the acquisition of the habit of starting with 

the doubt, of being eager and willing to question the unquestionable and 

unquestioned. It is the cultivation of a suspicious mind. The mixture of suspicion and 

reasoning is the forensic scientist’s forte. It is not merely an interesting optional extra, 

but an integral part of science. Without it, forensic science will be reduced to the routine 

application of scientific recipes and procedures without knowledge and understanding 

(Erzinclioglu, 2000:13). Science offers an approach to both agreement reality and 
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experiential reality. Scientists have certain criteria that must be met before they will 

agree on aspects which they have not personally experienced. In general, an assertion 

must have both logical and empirical support; it must make sense and it must agree 

with actual observations made (Maxfield & Babbie, 2011:11). 

In conclusion, the implementation of the highlighted recommendations should be 

beneficial in the realisation of the effective and efficient forensic laboratory that is 

compliant to the legal requirements and that which serves its clients with pride. The 

so-called “captain of the ship” in the form of top management should drive the process 

of rebuilding the DFS and leading from the front in addressing the identified 

deficiencies. The contents of the forensic reports issued by the DFS should be guided 

by the requirements of the law which will in turn assist to standardise the reporting of 

the examination results in a manner that is legally acceptable as evidence in the court 

of law and other legal proceedings. In order to achieve this objective, the SOP on 

forensic report writing should be based on the legal framework and the applicable ISO 

prescripts reasonable applicable in the jurisdiction of the South African legal system 

and where necessary, to the international law. Many people in South Africa and the 

neighbouring countries rely on the DFS for the examination of forensic evidence by 

bringing the perpetrators to justice and exonerate the innocent. 
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ANNEXURE A: INTERVIEW SCHEDULE 
 

TOPIC: 

AN ANALYSIS OF THE STANDARDISATION OF FORENSIC REPORTS FOR 

COURT 

SECTION “A” 

HISTORICAL INFORMATION 

1. At which Section of the FS are you employed? 

 

2. How long have you been working for this Section? 

 

3. What academic qualification(s) do you have? 

 

4. Did you undergo training regarding forensic analysis in your Section? 

 

5. Does your work include forensic report writing and/or case review? 

 

SECTION “B” 

THE STRUCTURE AND CONTENT OF FORENSIC REPORT 

1. In your opinion, as a forensic analyst, what is the purpose of writing a 

forensic report? 

 

2. Is there a guideline (SOP) on forensic report writing at your work 

environment? 

 

3. Does the current SOP address the requirements and the expectations 

of the intended client? 

 

4. In your opinion, what important information in the forensic report is 

required by the court? 
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5. In your opinion, what information is not important in the content of the 

forensic report? 

 

6. If you could make changes to the current SOP on report writing, what 

will such changes be? 

 

7. What is the content of the forensic reports that you issue to the client? 

 

SECTION “C” 

STANDARDISATION OF FORENSIC REPORTS WITHIN THE FORENSIC 

SERVICE 

1. According to you, what is the purpose of an SOP in terms of forensic 

report writing? 

 

2. In your opinion, is the current SOP on report writing unique to your 

Section or is it also used by other Sections of the DFS? 

 

3. According to you, are all the forensic reports in your Section 

standardised? If not, what is do you think is the impact of non-

standardised forensic reports? 

 

4. According to you, what hinders the standardisation of forensic reports 

in the DFS? 

 

5. In your opinion, what should be done to achieve standardisation of the 

forensic reports in the FS? 
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ANNEXURE B: SAPS PERMISSION TO CONDUCT RESEARCH 
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ANNEXURE C: PARTICIPANT INFORMATION SHEET 
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ANNEXURE D: INFORMED CONSENT TO PARTICIPATE IN THE STUDY 
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ANNEXURE E: UNISA ETHECAL CLEARANCE 

 
 

 



239 
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ANNEXURE F: TURNITIN REPORT 
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ANNEXURE G: PROPOSED FRAMEWORK FOR THE STANDARDISATION OF 

THE FORENSIC REPORT FOR COURT PURPOSES 

 

PROPOSED FRAMEWORK FOR THE STANDARDISATION OF THE FORENSIC 

REPORT FOR COURT PURPOSES 

 

AFFIDAVIT IN TERMS OF SECTIONS 212 OF THE CRIMINAL PROCEDURE 

ACT, 1977 (ACT 51 OF 1977) (AS AMENDED) 

 READY CONDRY RASEKGOALO declares under oath in accordance with Sections 

212, subsections (4) (a) and (8) (a) of the Criminal Procedure Act, Act 51 of 1977 (as 

amended) as follows:- 

 1. 

I am a Lieutenant Colonel in the South African Police Service, with personnel number 

7023905-3, attached to the Forensic Science Laboratory, Questioned Documents 

Section, 1 Avenue East Road, Prospecton in Durban. Contact number 082 378 1053. 

I am employed as a Commander of Question Documents Analysis and a Chief 

Forensic Analyst. I am in service of the State. 

 2. 

I have the following work experience, academic qualifications, training interventions 

and workshops: 

2.1 Work experience: 

2.1.1 From 2004-05-28 to 2009-06-31, I was based at Randfontein SAPS; detective 

services as Crime investigator (detective); 

2.1.2 From 2009-07-01 to 2013-03-11, I was appointed as a Forensic Analyst of the 

Questioned Documents Section, Forensic Science Laboratory in Pretoria;   

2.1.3 From 2013-03-12 till to date, I am appointed as the Sub-Section Commander; 

Questioned Documents Analysis and Chief Forensic Analyst of the Questioned 

Documents Section, Forensic Science Laboratory, Kwa-Zulu Natal. 



242 
 

2.1.4 I currently have over nine (9) years’ experience in the forensic examination of 

questioned documents  

2.2 Academic qualifications: 

I have attained the following academic qualifications: 

2.2.1 A Master’s Degree (MTECH) in Forensic Investigation, from the University of 

South Africa (2017);  

2.2.2 A Baccalaureus Technologiae (BTECH) in Policing, from the University of 

South Africa (2012); 

2.2.3 A National Diploma in Policing, from the Tshwane University of Technology 

(2007). 

2.3 Internal training interventions: 

I received training and I was competent and proficient in the following forensic 

examination fields: 

2.3.1 Identification and individualization of handwriting and signatures; 

2.3.2 Identification and individualization of typescript, printed matter and stamped 

impressions; 

2.3.3 Identification of forgeries, erasures and additions; 

2.3.4 Deciphering of obscured writing and indentations;  

2.3.5 Examination of South African and foreign identity documents, passports and 

drivers licences; 

2.3.6 Examination of South African and foreign banknotes; 

2.3.7 Any other examinations concerning questioned documents. 

The abovementioned examinations require proficiency and expertise in the forensic 

examination of questioned documents. 

2.4 Specialised equipment training: 
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I have received training and I am competent in the utilisation of specialised equipment 

used in the forensic examination of questioned documents, including but not limited 

to:  

2.4.1 Electrostatic Detection Apparatus (ESDA),  

2.4.2 Video Spectral Comparator (VSC),  

2.4.3 Projectina Docucenter Nirvis,  

2.4.4 Photography training course 

2.4.5 Stereo Microscope and other small hand-held gadgets.    

2.5 Workshops attended: 

In addition to my training in forensic document examination, I have attended the 

following seminars, workshops and conference: 

2.5.1 A seminar at the South African Banknote Company  in Pretoria regarding the 

security features and manufacture of genuine South African banknotes; 

2.5.2 A seminar at a credit card producing company in Johannesburg regarding the 

security features, printing and manufacture of credit cards; 

2.5.3 A workshop regarding the security features, printing and manufacture of US 

Dollar notes presented by the United States Secret Service in Johannesburg; 

2.5.4 A seminar in the passport examination procedures, presented by the 

international organisation of migration; 

2.5.5 An expertise development workshop regarding handwriting and signatures, 

presented by the Forensic Science Department of Victoria Police; Australia; 

held in Johannesburg 

2.5.6 2nd and 4th annual Pan African High Security Printing summit, presented by 

Africa Management Communications (AMC) in Johannesburg; 

2.5.7 A Southern African Regional Police Chiefs Co-operation Organisation 

(SARPCO) regional workshop on lost, stolen and fraudulent travel documents, 

in Pretoria; 
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2.5.8 A workshop on Criminal Investigation and Forensic Science, presented by the 

Fujian Police Academy in the People’s Republic of China; 

2.5.9 An advanced training on document forensics and facial recognition, presented 

by the Canadian Border Services Agency (CBSA) in Cape Town; 

2.5.10 Anti-Counterfeiting and General Currency workshop presented by the United 

States Secret Service (USSS), in Durban; 

2.5.11 A 4th Forensic Services Conference held in Pretoria, South Africa. 

2.6 I participate in annual external proficiency testing through Collaborative Testing 

Services (CTS) Inc. (USA), Chinese Government Laboratory Proficiency 

Testing and an internal proficiency test in all disciplines of Forensic Documents 

Examination (FDE) in order to retain my proficiency in the examination of 

questioned documents. 

2.7 I examine approximately two (2) cases per month relating to the forensic 

examination of questioned documents. 

3. 

On 30 July 2022, during the execution of my official duties, I received the following 

exhibit pertaining to KING SHAKA CAS 11/11/2059, from the Case Administration of 

the Questioned Documents Section, Forensic Science Laboratory in Kwa-Zulu Natal: 

3.1 One exhibit, also referred to as questioned document, (purported to be a South 

African smart card (Identity document), with ID number ……..,in the name of 

“………………………………….”.  

The Abovementioned exhibit was sealed in an official South African Police Service 

exhibit bag with serial number PA500111122223333444, which was undamaged at 

receipt. 

4. 

I was requested to conduct a forensic analysis on the document in question in order 

to determine the authenticity thereof. 

5. 
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In the case at hand, I applied the following examination methods and techniques, using 

a “Projectina Docucenter Nirvis”, a specialised equipment which was calibrated and fit 

for purpose at the time of this analysis): 

5.1 Microscopy (for high magnification observation using incident light 

illumination); 

5.2 Visible and infrared reflected lighting (including broad-band illumination for 

general inspection, narrow-band illumination for exciting fluorescence and 

broad-band side and transmitted lighting); 

5.3 Reflected ultraviolet (UV) lighting (monochromatic illumination for exciting 

fluorescence); 

5.4 Analysis of the printing process of a genuine South African Identity document/ 

smart Card to that identified on the questioned document . 

6. 

During a forensic examination of the exhibit in question, I made the following factual 

observations (refer to the attached annexure “A” : 

6.1 The exhibit in question has security Ultra-Violet (UV) features that reflect when 

exposed to UV light; 

6.2 The security micro-printing on the exhibit in question is printed similar to that 

of a genuine Republic of South Africa’s (RSA) smart card identity document; 

6.3 The background printing is of a high quality as is often used in the security 

documents such as the identity documents; 

6.4 The retro-reflective feature that is on the document in question is similar to 

that found on the genuine RSA smart card identity document. 

7. 

Based on the above-mentioned observations, I came to the following finding: 

7.1 The exhibit in question is a genuine RSA smart card identity document. 

8. 
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The above conclusion was reached based on facts established by using processes, 

which require skills in the examination of questioned documents.  

9. 

On completion of the analysis, the exhibits and the case file, which had a forensic 

report together with relevant documents, were subjected to an internal quality 

assurance process (case review) by a competent and proficient forensic analyst to 

verify the processes followed and the correctness of the finding made. This process is 

aimed at ensuring compliance to the applicable policies and adherence to high quality 

standard with a view to minimise or eliminate errors. The process of internal quality 

assurance was conducted in my presence as the custodian of the case. 

10. 

The exhibit was under my exclusive control and under lock-and-key for the duration of 

the examination until I personally sealed it in an official South African Police Service 

exhibit bag with serial number PA5001123456. The exhibit and the case file were 

handed back to the administration office of the QDS in KZN for safekeeping and or 

returning purpose, on 31 July 2022. 

10. 

I know and understand the contents of this declaration.  

I have no objection to taking the prescribed oath.  

I consider the prescribed oath to be binding on my conscience.  

 

              
                                        ........................................................ 

READY CONDRY RASEKGOALO 

 

 

I certify that the deponent has acknowledged that he knows and understands the 

contents of this declaration which was sworn before me, and the deponent's signature 
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was placed thereon in my presence at PROSPECTON on the 30th September 2019. 

 

 

...................................................:     

(Signature) 

      FULL NAMES ANS SURNAME 

      COMMISSIONER OF OATHS 

      South African Police Service 

Forensic Science Laboratory, KwaZulu Natal  

 Charles House Building 

 1st Avenue East Road 

      4110 PROSPECTON 

      (Position held) 

                          SOUTH AFRICAN POLICE SERVICE  

 


