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Sir,

In a recent letter (1) on the subject of contextual bias, Dr. John
Thornton criticized what he called the “working blind” approach.
According to Thornton, some commentators (he does not say who)
have suggested that forensic scientists should know nothing about
the case they are working on “apart from that which is absolutely
necessary to conduct the indicated analysis and examination.” This
“blind” approach is dangerous, Thornton argues, because forensic
scientists need to know the facts of a case to make reasonable
judgments about what specimens to test and how to test them.

Thornton’s argument is correct, but he is attacking a straw man.
As far as we know, no one has suggested that the individuals who
decide what specimens to collect at a crime scene, or what analyses
and examinations to perform on those specimens, should be blind
to the facts of the case. What we, and others, have proposed is that
individuals be blind to unnecessary contextual information when
performing analytical tests and when making interpretations that
require subjective judgment (2-5).

One obvious way for forensic scientists to be “blind” during the
analytical and interpretational phases of their work is to separate
functions in the laboratory. Under what has been called the case
manager approach (2-5), there would be two possible roles that a
forensic scientist could perform. The case manager would *“com-
municate with police officers and detectives, participate in decisions
about what specimens to collect at crime scenes and how to test
those specimens, and manage the flow of work to the laboratory”
(5). The analyst would perform analytical tests and comparisons on
specimens submitted to the laboratory in accordance with the
instructions of the case manager. Under this model, the analyst can
be blind to unnecessary contextual facts, while the case manager
remains fully informed. A well-trained examiner could perform
either role on different cases. The roles could be rotated among
laboratory examiners to allow the laboratory access to the full
breadth of expertise available; this would also allow the examiners
to acquire and maintain a diversity of skills.

Some of us have proposed a procedure called sequential unmask-
ing as a means of minimizing contextual bias (6—8). Thornton men-
tions sequential unmasking but has not described it correctly. The
purpose of sequential unmasking is not to provide analysts an
opportunity to “determine whether tests that they have already run
have been appropriate” (1). The purpose of sequential unmasking
is to protect analysts from being biased unintentionally by informa-
tion irrelevant to the exercise of their expertise or information that
may have avoidable biasing effects if seen too early in the process
of analysis. As an illustration, we presented a protocol that would
prevent a DNA analyst from being influenced inappropriately by
knowledge of reference profiles while making critical subjective
judgments about the interpretation of evidentiary profiles. Aspects
of this particular sequential unmasking approach have already
been adopted by some laboratories in the U.S. in accordance with
2010 SWGDAM guideline 3.6.1, which states: “to the extent possi-
ble, DNA typing results from evidentiary samples are interpreted
before comparison with any known samples, other than those of
assumed contributors” (http://www.fbi.gov/about-us/lab/codis/swgdam-
interpretation-guidelines). However, the approach is by no means
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limited to DNA. We believe similar sequential unmasking protocols
can and should be developed for other forensic science disciplines.

Sequential unmasking is not a call for uninformed decision mak-
ing. We believe that analysts should have access to whatever infor-
mation is actually necessary to conduct a thorough and appropriate
analysis at whatever point that information becomes necessary. We
recognize that difficult decisions will need to be made about what
information is domain relevant and about when and how to
“unmask” information that, while relevant, also has biasing poten-
tial. We believe that forensic scientists should be actively discuss-
ing these questions, rather than arguing that such a discussion is
unnecessary.

Calls for greater use of blind procedures to increase scientific
rigor in forensic testing have indeed become more common in
recent years. We were pleased that Dr. Thornton reported encoun-
tering such calls “everywhere we now turn,” although we were dis-
appointed that a scientist with his distinguished record of
contributions to the field remains unpersuaded of their value. The
only argument Thornton offers in opposition is the mistaken claim
that forensic scientists can “vanquish” bias by force of will. As he
put it: “T reject the insinuation that we do not have the wit or the
intellectual capacity to deal with bias, of whatever sort” (1).

Let us be clear. We are not “insinuating” that forensic scientists
lack this intellectual capacity; we are asserting that it is a proven
and well-accepted scientific fact that all human beings, including
forensic scientists, lack this capacity. Cognitive scientists and psy-
chologists who study the operation of the human mind in judgmen-
tal tasks have shown repeatedly that people lack conscious
awareness of factors that influence them (9-16). People often
believe they were influenced by factors that did not affect their
judgments and believe they were not influenced by factors that did
affect their judgments. This research has a clear implication for the
present discussion: contextual bias cannot be conquered by force of
will because people are not consciously aware of the extent to
which they are influenced by contextual factors.

The inevitability of contextual bias is recognized and accepted in
most scientific fields. Imagine the reaction in the medical commu-
nity if a medical researcher claimed that he need not use blind pro-
cedures in his clinical trials because he is a person of integrity who
will not allow himself to be biased. The claim would not only be
rejected, but it would also likely invoke ridicule from professional
colleagues. Forensic scientists who claim to be able to avoid con-
textual bias through force of will are making a claim contrary
to well-established scientific facts concerning human judgment. If
science is to progress, erroneous statements of this type must be
rebutted forcefully even when (perhaps especially when) they are
made by respected, senior scientists.
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