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PHOTOGRAPHY FOR FORENSICS

Forensic or crime scene photography is the visual recording of a crime scene or evidence. 
This photography captures the initial state and condition of the scene before it is altered 
and changed by the investigation or by other external elements. Coupled with notes and 
sketches, it provides part of a permanent record of the crime scene for the courts and the 
investigation.

The most important consideration in forensic photography is accurate representation of the 
scene, which includes scale and items in relation to one another. Aesthetics and artistry are 
null for forensic photography. Equipment, techniques, settings, and processes all must be 
optimized for the highest quality and most accurate representation of the subject or scene.

The steps and processes outlined in this phase are only an overview. Phase 2 has more 
information and links for more comprehensive resources on crime scene photography are 
listed in the appendix.
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PHOTOGRAPHY PROCESS

On any crime or accident scene, it is of the utmost importance to preserve the area and 
evidence so nothing gets contaminated, compromised, or destroyed by the investigation. 
The scene should be secured before any photography begins. Investigators need to 
document the scene from the perimeter first. This includes shooting overall photos of the 
scene, taking notes, and making sketches before moving into the scene with destructive 
actions. 

Each area and element should be documented in a non-destructive manner before collecting 
evidence, dusting for prints or altering the scene for investigative purposes. When measuring 
and marking devices are necessary in a scene, it’s important that scene is photographed 
prior to placing them and then again with the devices in the scene.

The photographer should shoot overall and mid-range photography from an average 
person’s height (60 - 72 in). Close-up photography should be shot from a distance at which 
the evidence fills the frame of the image. 

When photographing evidence or a scene, it is imperative to photograph it from all sides and 
perspectives to provide a comprehensive documentation that leaves no doubt for the 
investigation or court.
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PRINCIPLES OF FORENSIC PHOTOGRAPHY*

*The basics of these principles are covered in Phase Two. 
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IMAGE QUALITY AND RESOLUTION

Cameras used for forensic photography need to have adequate resolution for creating 
larger format prints and being able to retain sharp detail when zooming at 100% for 
inspection. 12mp is the minimum megapixel that should be used. Most consumer and 
prosumer cameras have 16 - 25 megapixels. 

24mp 100%24mp FULL

12mp iPhone 12mp iPhone 100%
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EXPOSURE

Proper exposure is critical to get the most accurate reproduction of the subject. Exposure 
affects color, tonality, and detail.

The under or over exposure of an image can significantly affect colors in a photograph. A 
red piece of cloth, if properly exposed and white balanced, should render as its true red 
color. When over exposed, the same red cloth can appear orange or pink. If under exposed, 
the red can shift to brown or purple.

An under exposed image will lose detail in the shadows that will render black. A piece of 
critical evidence could be in the shadows of a scene and not be visible in the photograph.

An over exposed image will lose detail in the highlights (bright areas). Again, critical evidence 
within the highlights can be washed out and not visible in the photograph.

Not achieving proper exposure can result in critical elements of a photo being diminished, 
inaccurate, or not visible at all. These errors could make or break a case.

A histogram is a graphical scale that represents the exposure values of a scene. On the 
camera sensor, each pixel has its own exposure value for any given scene. A histogram is 
the representation of all those values put together. The X-axis is the tonality scale and the 
Y-axis is the number of pixels that have a certain exposure value.

The histogram of a properly exposed image will have a large concentration in the middle of 
the graph. An underexposed image will have a concentration of data points towards the left 
side of the scale. An overexposed image will have its data points towards the right side.
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EXPOSURE

Overexposed histogram and image

Underexposed histogram and image

Correctly exposed histogram and image
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APERTURE

Lenses are sharpest in the aperture range of f/8 to f/16. Since in forensic photography we 
are trying to capture as much detail as possible, the photographer should use a smaller 
aperture.

Smaller apertures (f/11 – f/22) also provide the greatest depth of field and keep more 
elements of a scene or subject in focus. Since the purpose is to provide detail of the scene 
and not leave anything to doubt, it’s important to shoot at a smaller aperture. 
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SHUTTER SPEED

Using a small aperture will result in a slower shutter speed. If a darker scene requires a slow 
shutter speed, there is a greater chance for motion blur unless the camera is locked down 
on a tripod.  

Even using a flash, which will freeze motion, the slower shutter speed will create motion blur. 
This compromises the ability of the photographer to get the most detailed photograph of 
the scene or evidence.

Motion blur
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ISO

A lower ISO (100 - 200) is going to provide a cleaner image with less signal noise. When pos-
sible, it’s best to shoot with a lower ISO for the highest resolution. Note: In the ISO 25600 
image (next page) that the ISO noise is so intense that some text on the bottle is illegible. If 
this was critical evidence, the inability to discern detail could deem it inadmissible in court.  

ISO 200 FULL
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ISO 800 200%

ISO 3200 200% ISO 25600 200%

ISO 200 200%

Modern digital cameras have much better sensors with low light sensitivity. Photographers 
can shoot in dark areas at higher ISOs and still produce fairly clean images that have much 
less signal noise and more detail.

Using supplemental lighting on a dark scene is one of the best ways to be able to shoot at a 
low ISO and ensure high resolution, noise-free images.
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FOCAL LENGTH

Lenses between 35mm and 105mm will experience the least amount of distortion or 
compression. Lenses wider than 35mm (wide angle) can exhibit distortion, curvature, and 
stretching of a scene. Lenses longer than 105mm (telephoto) will compress objects within a 
scene, making them look closer to each other than they really are. Both wide angle and 
telephoto lenses can create images that may not accurately reflect the true nature or 
aspect of the scene.

14mm Fisheye Lens

Wide angle creates distortion. Note that the buildings 
and horizon are curved and distorted.

A wide-angle lens (35mm) should be used for overall photos. A normal lens (50 - 85mm) 
should be used for midrange photos.

300mm Telephoto Lens

Telephoto focal lengths compress elements in a photo. 
Note that the black car on the right side of the image 
looks like it is near the building in the background. In 
reality, it is 350 ft away from the building.
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FOCAL LENGTH

A macro lens should be used for photographing small details and evidence. Macro lenses 
provide the ability to capture a 1:1 ratio of a small object. A 1:1 macro ratio means that 
the size of the subject is projected onto the sensor at the exact same size it is in real life. A 
60mm macro lens can also be used as a normal lens for midrange photography. 

Macro lenses typically come in 2 focal lengths 60mm (normal) and 105mm (short telephoto). 
A 105 allows the photographer to shoot further back from the subject giving them more 
“working room.”

105mm Macro Lens 105mm Non-Macro Lens
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COLOR TEMPERATURE

Color temperature is affected by lighting. In order to get the most accurate image capture, it 
is important to have a consistent light source on the scene or evidence. 

Determine the color temperature of the light source and set the camera white balance for all 
photos within that light source. This will provide the most accurate representation of all the 
colors in the scene lit by that light source.

If there are multiple light sources with different color temperatures, set the camera to the 
dominant light source. Then make note of the different light sources and color temperatures 
for reference. Other light sources with different white balances may shift colors in a scene.

White balance or color temperature can be measured using:

Spectrometer Data Color Chart

The camera’s white balance 
auto setting and a grey card

White balance filter
Photo courtesy of Expolmaging, Inc.
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FILE QUALITY SETTINGS

Use the highest quality settings on the 
camera to provide the best quality image 
with the highest resolution. Memory and 
hard drive storage are inexpensive 
compared to film and processing.

Shoot RAW + Fine JPEG. The RAW file is 
the master file. The Fine JPEG is the 
reference file for what the camera saw at 
the scene.

The RAW file will also include all the 
metadata from the camera. The metadata 
is all the information about the photo and 
includes exposure data, camera and lens 
data, geotag information, copyright, 
creator/photographer information. This may 
be useful for, and possible required by, the 
court and investigators throughout the 
investigation and trial.



17

CAMERA SUPPORT (TRIPOD)

It is recommended that the photographer use a tripod for ultimate stability of the camera for 
multiple reasons:

Camera Shake

Handheld cameras can be subject to motion blur even with a high shutter speed and a flash. 
In the photo below on the right, notice on the silver light that there are elements that are sharp 
and in focus, but there is an overall blur across the light. This was because the camera flash 
fired, freezing motion, but the shutter speed was slow (1/30 sec) and blurred the subject.

No motion blur - note the clarity and 
sharpness of the details in this photo

Motion blur
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CAMERA SUPPORT (CONT’D)

Composition

A tripod forces the photographer to slow down and consider the framing of the subject and 
make sure all surrounding elements are included or cropped out if needed.

Bad Composition

Items to note:
• Scissors on edge of photo
• Angle of camera poorly represents proximity 

of evidence items to each other
• Light reflections are distracting element to 

evidence
• Black carpet is shown but not strategically

Good Composition

Items to note:
• All elements are centered in the photo
• Camera angle clearly represents proximity of 

evidence items to each other
• No distracting elements or reflections
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CAMERA SUPPORT (CONT’D)

Small Aperture and Depth of Field

In order to achieve a significant focus on the subject, a small aperture (f/11-f/22) is required. 
Using a small aperture may result in needing a slower shutter speed. In order not to get motion 
blur in this scenario, the camera needs to be mounted onto a tripod or have secure bracing.

Note in the photo with a large aperture (2.8) that only the top of the number 7 is in focus. All 
other elements in the photo are severely out of focus.

f/2.8 f/16
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CAMERA SUPPORT (CONT’D)

Additional Set of Hands

If the camera is mounted onto a tripod, 
you can adjust lighting, measuring tools, 
etc without losing composition of the 
subject.

Shooting with a tripod will result in 
more accurate, consistent photographs 
throughout the investigation.
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FORENSIC PHOTO EQUIPMENT LIST

Camera
DSLR with minimum of 12 megapixels. 
16mp or higher is preferred.

Lenses
35mm
50mm
Macro 60 or 105mm
35 - 105mm zoom is an alternative

Tripod
Must support at least 5 lbs (2.3 kg)
Ball or gear head with quick release mounts

Lighting
Scene lights
Flash
FoxFury Rugo™ on-camera light

Case or bag
It’s important to have a bag that holds all of 
your equipment so that you won’t be dealing 
with multiple bags or cases on scene. 
Waterproof is important if you are working 
scenes in wet or inclement weather.

Filters
Yellow barrier filter
Orange barrier filter
Red barrier filter
Polarizer filter
Filter holder

Accessories
Multi tool
Lens cloths
Bulb blower for removing dust off lenses or 
sensors
Gaff tape
Cable release or intervalometer
Measuring tools (scales, rulers, etc.)
Cold shoe spirit level
Grey card or color card
Latex gloves
Card reader
Snacks
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WORKFLOW & POST PROCESSING 
FOR FORENSIC PHOTOGRAPHY

All equipment, memory, and storage needs are dependent on a department’s workload, budget, and requirements. All recommendations given here are merely a 
guide or point of reference to getting started or improving an existing photography procedure.
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WORKFLOW AND POST PROCESSING

The equipment and software listed here are simply recommendations and guidelines. There 
are many hardware and software products and configurations available. You will need to build 
a system and workflow based on your department’s budget, size, and caseload demands. 
 
An important factor to consider is that whatever system and process is utilized, it needs to be 
able to expand and adapt with growth and changes of the department. It’s also best to avoid 
using proprietary software and hardware that is not compatible with other systems. 
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EQUIPMENT

Computer

• 64 bit architecture (most software is 64 bit)
• 8GBs of memory
• 1 TB working drive
• Card reader or USB cable
• Monitor that can be calibrated

Software

Storage

• Backup storage (RAID, server, or JBOD 
configurations)

• External off-site storage

Lightroom is designed specifically for 
photography. The photographer can 
organize, edit, process, print, and deliver 
images within the application.

Photoshop has been the standard in 
image processing software for the last 
30 years. It is very powerful and can do 
specialty, more intensive image processing 
like HDR.

Bridge is a digital asset manager that 
allows the photographer to organize, 
add metadata, and search for images. 
It works like Windows Explorer or Apple 
Finder but with more capability to view 
more file types and has more powerful 
organizing tools.

Adobe Camera RAW is a RAW image 
processor that works in conjunction with 
Photoshop.

Capture One is an alternative to Adobe 
Lightroom. The photographer can 
organize, edit, process, print, and delivery 
images within the application.

Post Haste is a project management tool 
that allows you to setup file and folder 
templates for your projects.

Datacolor Spyder Color Calibration is a 
monitor calibration tool used to ensure the 
most accurate color and brightness.
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STANDARD OPERATING PROCEDURE (SOP)

A Standard Operating Procedure comprehensively documents all processes, techniques, 
equipment, software, archiving, and settings that are used throughout the course of 
investigations. This is beneficial and potentially required for a number of reasons:

• A court may require a SOP for authenticity of photographs presented. The SOP will pro-
vide all the supplemental information that verifies the validity of the photographs and the 
photographer.

• A SOP provides a consistent procedural roadmap for all investigation 
photographers to follow when documenting a case. It makes the onboarding for new 
investigators much easier with less chance of error.

• All steps, techniques, equipment, software, and settings should be vetted by 
departments, legal, IT, and other applicable parties to make sure that the process 
complies with federal, state, and municipal judicial systems.

• A SOP explains hard-to-understand technical processes that may cause confusion with 
defense and prosecution teams, judges, and jurors. 

• The SOP outlines security measures that protect data from tampering or 
destruction.
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WORKFLOW

Pre-Production and Organization

Some of these may be done immediately after the last case shoot, some prior to the shoot:

• Make case folders
• Calibrate monitor
• Format memory cards

• Charge batteries on your camera, lights, ALS lights, and any other equipment that may be 
used on the investigation

• Zero out settings on camera

• Reset all camera settings to predetermined defaults after extensive 
testing of best practices

• It’s best to make defaults a middle ground so if someone picks up the camera and 
starts shooting, they would achieve acceptable captures

• ISO (320 - 800)

• Aperture (f/5.6 - f/11)

• Shutter speed (1/60 - 1/250)

• White balance or color temperature (auto - daylight)

• Exposure compensation (0)

• File naming



27

WORKFLOW

Pre-Production and Organization (cont’d)

Case or job folder creation (Post Haste)

• RAW - This folder is where the master RAW files or original captures live. Once downloaded 
and backed up, these files are never processed or altered. It is good to lock this file and 
folder once RAW photos have been processed to DNG to avoid tampering or deletion of 
images.

• DNG - This folder is a set of DNG images that are identical to the RAW images that can be 
edited, labeled, and processed. DNG is a RAW format that was created by Adobe and is 
intended to be accessible across all camera, hardware, and software platforms.

• JPEG CAPTURE – This folder is for all the JPEGs that were shot on scene. 

• DOCS - These are notes, case files, sketches, diagrams, etc. Any documentation that would 
accompany the images. 

• WORKING - These are working image files. Examples would be HDR images, layered images, 
panoramic, or stitched files that are in mid process but not ready for export as final files.

• FINAL - These are the final files that would be submitted to court or alongside evidence. 

There may be other folders that are created that fit customized workflows, but this is a good 
starting point for organization.
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WORKFLOW

Capture
Acquire photographs of crime scene and evidence (See Phase 2 for more information)

Import
Using a card reader or USB cable, download RAW images into RAW folder and JPEG 
images into JPEG CAPTURE folder.
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WORKFLOW

Processing
Adobe Lightroom (LR) is used as an example, but the same process could 
apply to Adobe Bridge/Camera RAW, Capture One, or other image processing applications.

• Create case library in Lightroom (LR)

• Import RAW images into LR job library. On import, add all relevant metadata (copyright, 
location, case info, officers/investigators, keywords, etc.).

• Rename images to appropriate naming convention (Date_case#_dept_)

• Export RAW images to DNG folder as DNG format. IMPORTANT - Do not alter the RAW 
images and lock down the RAW folder once the RAW images have been exported. You 
will need to retain the original file as it was shot to submit in court. Documenting the 
security of the RAW file also is beneficial in guaranteeing the authenticity of the image.

• Import DNG image folder into LR library

• Create selects

• Color correct, optimize, and add capture sharpening to files (this may be optional)

• Export DNG files to WORKING or FINAL folders depending on status or needs of files. 
These files may be used for specific image processing such as HDR, spectral processing, 
etc.

• Backup job folder to backup and remote off-site backup

Storage
Files should be backed up with redundancy, meaning that they should be backed up more 
than once and ideally in multiple locations.
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Not for Publication
The use of this guide is for educational purposes. You may not publish any portion of 
this presentation without written consent of FoxFury Lighting Solutions. For questions 

or comments, contact FoxFury Lighting Solutions at marketing@foxfury.com.

WARNING!
Forensic and Alternate Light Sources emit high-intensity ultraviolet, visible, and infrared 

light. Exposure to these types of radiation, even reflected or diffused, can result in
serious, and sometimes irreversible, eye and skin injuries. Never aim the light at

anyone. Never look directly into the light or the optical ports of an instrument. Always 
wear appropriate eye and skin protection when using ANY Forensic or Alternate

Light Source.
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PREVIEW OF PHASE 4
LIGHTING FOR FORENSIC PHOTOGRAPHY

We’ve reviewed the basics of general photography in Phase 2 and now the basics of   
forensic photography in Phase 3. Phase 4 will explore forensic lighting theory and how 
things like oblique lighting, flash, and fluorescence impact photography.


