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Section 1 — Introduction to Cold Case Investigations

What is a Cold Case?

The term cold case often brings to mind images of dusty files locked
away in the back of a police department or unresolved mysteries kept
alive by the families of victims. In reality, the concept of a cold case is
both simple and complex. At its most basic definition, a cold case is a
criminal investigation that has been left unsolved for a significant period
of time, with no viable leads or active progress toward resolution. The
“cold” label does not necessarily mean the case has been abandoned—
it means that, based on available evidence, investigative avenues have
been exhausted or stalled.

Cold cases exist in nearly every jurisdiction across the United States and
around the world. They range from homicides and missing person
investigations to sexual assaults and other violent crimes. In many
instances, the crimes themselves are decades old, yet remain unsolved
despite the initial investigative work. Each cold case represents a story
of unanswered questions, unclosed wounds, and often a lack of closure
for families and communities. For investigators, they represent both a
challenge and an opportunity—the challenge of limited evidence and
fading memories, and the opportunity to apply new skills, technology,
and perspectives to long-standing mysteries.

Defining Characteristics of a Cold Case

While there is no universal legal definition, most law enforcement
agencies and investigative bodies agree on a few common
characteristics: g
1. Unsolved Crime — The primary feature of a cold case is that the
crime remains unsolved. This often includes homicides, sexual
assaults, kidnappings, or major property crimes.



2. Passage of Time — Time is a critical factor. A case becomes “cold”
after an extended period with no significant leads or actionable
evidence. This may be months, years, or even decades.

3. Exhausted Leads — A case generally goes cold when initial
investigative strategies—interviews, forensic testing, surveillance,
or canvassing—fail to yield sufficient information for prosecution.

4. Potential for Renewal — Importantly, a cold case is never truly
“closed.” With advances in forensic science, new witness
statements, or fresh investigative strategies, cases can be
reopened and actively pursued again.

This distinction matters: a closed case is considered resolved, while a
cold case is unresolved but not forgotten. Many agencies have
specialized cold case units whose sole mission is to review older
investigations for missed opportunities or re-examination using modern
tools.

Why Cases Go Cold

Understanding why cases go cold is crucial for any investigator entering
this field. Some of the most common reasons include:

« Lack of Physical Evidence: At the time of the crime, physical
evidence may have been minimal, poorly preserved, or
inconclusive. Before advances in DNA analysis, fingerprint _
databases, or digital forensics, critical evidence might have been
overlooked or underutilized.

« Uncooperative or Missing Witnesses: Witnesses may have been
unwilling to cooperate with investigators, or their testimony may
have been inconsistent. Over time, witnesses can move away,
forget details, or pass away, further complicating efforts to resolve
the case. |



. Resource Limitations: Police departments and investigative
agencies often prioritize active cases with immediate public safety
concerns. Cold cases may receive limited attention simply due to
staffing and funding constraints.

« Investigative Errors: Sometimes cases go cold due to mistakes
made early in the investigation—mismanagement of evidence,
tunnel vision on a suspect, or failure to follow promising leads.

. Changing Technology: Cases investigated before certain forensic
methods were available may lack the scientific analysis we now
consider standard. For example, many sexual assault kits collected
before the 1990s were stored but never tested because DNA
testing was not widely accessible.

Each of these factors contributes to the backlog of cold cases. The FBI
estimates that there are over 250,000 unsolved murders in the United
States alone, and the number grows every year.

The Importance of Cold Case Work

Although cold cases may be decades old, solving them serves vital
purposes. For victims’ families, reopening a cold case represents hope
for closure and justice. For communities, resolving these cases can
restore confidence in the justice system and prevent offenders from
committing further crimes.

Additionally, cold case investigations often reveal patterns and
connections that were previously hidden. Serial offenders, for example,
may only be identified when multiple unsolved cases are re-examined
together. Advances in DNA and digital technology have made it possible
to link crimes across states and even decades apart.

Cold case work also underscores the evolving nature of investigative
practice. What was once impossible or impractical—such as familial



DNA searches, geographic profiling, or digital footprint analysis—may
now provide the breakthrough needed to breathe new life into an old
file.

The Role of the Private Investigator in Cold Cases

Private investigators are not replacements for law enforcement; rather,
they occupy a unigue space in the investigative process. Attorneys,
families, advocacy groups, and sometimes even police departments
may turn to Pls to revisit cases that were closed without resolution.

Key roles a Pl may play include:

. Case file review: Examining original reports to identify missed
leads or overlooked evidence.

. Witness re-engagement: Locating and re-interviewing people
connected to the case.

. Evidence analysis support: Recommending modern forensic
testing or connecting with labs.

. Family liaison: Acting as a bridge between the victim’s family and
law enforcement.

« Attorney support: Helping defense attorneys or civil litigators
review cases for errors, misconduct, or new investigative
opportunities.

Because Pls are often hired independently, they may enjoy investigative
flexibility that law enforcement lacks. This freedom allows them to ask
different questions, follow alternate leads, and invest more time in
areas overlooked due to departmental constraints.

Challenges of Cold Case Work _
Working a cold case is never straightforward. Time introduces
complexity:



. Evidence deterioration — Biological samples may be

contaminated, lost, or destroyed. Old technology may no longer
be compatible with modern forensic tools.

. Witnhess memory decay — Human memory fades quickly, and after

years or decades, recollections may be vague or distorted. In some
cases, witnesses may even pass away before re-interview.

. Jurisdictional barriers — Multiple agencies may have touched the

case, creating confusion about evidence ownership or
investigative rights.

Resistance from law enforcement — Some agencies may be
reluctant to cooperate with Pls, either due to pride, liability
concerns, or mistrust.

. Family dynamics — Families of victims often have deep frustration,

suspicion, or trauma related to how the case was originally
handled. The Pl must navigate this with compassion.

Despite these barriers, many cold cases have been solved years later
through persistence, innovation, and fresh investigative approaches.

Case Studies: Why Cold Cases Matter
History shows that cold cases can and do find resolution long after
they’ve gone dormant. Some examples include:

The Golden State Killer — Unidentified for decades, ultimately
solved through DNA genealogy and careful re-examination of case
evidence.

Long-missing children located — Advances in facial recognition
and digital databases have helped reunite families even decades
later.

Wrongful convictions overturned — Pls have worked with
attorneys to uncover errors in original investigations, leading to
new trials and exonerations.



These cases demonstrate that persistence and modern tools can yield
breakthroughs that once seemed impossible. For private investigators,
this highlights the critical role they can play in applying new
methodologies to old evidence.

Summary

Cold case investigation is not for the faint of heart. It requires patience,
attention to detail, and a unique ability to merge past records with
present-day resources. The PI’s role is both investigative and

humanitarian, balancing professional skills with empathy for those still
seeking closure.

In the next section, we will move into Case File Review and Evidence
Analysis — the foundation of all cold case work. Without mastering the
process of reading, organizing, and identifying gaps in the historical
record, no investigator can effectively reopen or advance a dormant
case.

Section 2 — Reviewing Case Files & Evidence

One of the first and most critical steps in cold case investigation is the
thorough review of case files and evidence. Before new investigative
strategies can be developed, an investigator must understand what has
already been done, what information is available, and where potential
gaps exist. Reviewing a case file is not a passive activity—it is an active
process of analyzing, questioning, and re-evaluating every detail with
fresh eyes.

Cold case files are often extensive, containing hundreds or even
thousands of pages of reports, witness statements, forensic records,



photographs, and supplemental documents. They represent the
collective work of multiple investigators over time, each with their own
methods, strengths, and limitations. For private investigators, law
enforcement professionals, or specialized cold case units, the ability to
systematically review and interpret these files is a cornerstone skill that
can make the difference between continued stagnation and a
breakthrough.

The Purpose of File Review

The primary goal of reviewing case files is to establish a complete
picture of the original investigation and identify areas for renewed
inquiry. Unlike an active investigation, where time-sensitive leads
dominate, cold case review requires a methodical and reflective
approach.

Key purposes include:

1. Understanding the Case Narrative — Determining what happened,
when, and how. This includes piecing together timelines,
victimology, suspect profiles, and the sequence of investigative
actions.

2. Identifying Gaps — Recognizing where evidence was missing,
overlooked, or underdeveloped. For example, a case may contain
untested biological samples or witness statements that were
never corroborated.

3. Assessing Investigative Integrity — Evaluating whether procedures
were followed, evidence properly documented, and reports
consistently maintained. Errors or omissions in recordkeeping may
create opportunities for new analysis.

4. Recognizing Bias or Tunnel Vision — Many cases went cold
because investigators focused too narrowly on a single suspect or
theory. A fresh review allows for more objective analysis.



5. Preparing for Modern Techniques — Reviewing files with an eye
toward today’s forensic and digital tools helps determine what
evidence may now be testable or cross-referenced with modern
databases.

This section will teach you how to:

1. Acquire case files and evidence legally.

2. Organize decades-old reports into usable timelines.

3. Identify gaps, contradictions, or overlooked opportunities.
4. Reassess physical and digital evidence for modern testing.

Cold case success begins with paperwork. Before you interview a single
withess or visit a crime scene, you must understand the story the file is
telling—and what it is leaving out.

Acquiring Case Files
Accessing case files can be straightforward or frustrating, depending on
the agency and circumstances.

Common Sources of Case Files:

. Law Enforcement Agencies — Original police reports, witness
statements, photographs, and lab results.

« Court Records — Transcripts, motions, trial exhibits, appeals.

« Attorneys — Defense or prosecution case files may contain
discovery materials not included in police records.

« Family Archives — Victims’ families sometimes maintain
scrapbooks of clippings, letters, or unofficial notes.

« Maedia Outlets — Old news stories may contain names, details, or
timelines overlooked by investigators.

Challenges:
« Agencies may refuse access due to ongoing “open” status.



Files may be incomplete, misplaced, or destroyed.
Privacy laws (HIPAA, juvenile records, sealed cases) may restrict
certain information.

Legal Note: Private investigators must never misrepresent themselves
to obtain files. Freedom of Information Act (FOIA) and state-level public
records requests are legitimate tools but have strict guidelines.

Organizing the Case File

Case files can be overwhelming. They are often compiled over many
years, and different investigators may have used different systems of
documentation. A key skill for cold case investigators is the ability to
impose order on these materials.

Best practices include:

Cataloging and Indexing: Creating an index of all reports, exhibits,
photographs, recordings, and evidence logs. This ensures nothing
is overlooked and allows for quick cross-referencing.

Timelines: Building chronological timelines of the crime, the
investigation, and the evidence collected. Timelines help identify
inconsistencies or gaps in activity.

Victimology: Developing a clear picture of the victim’s
background, lifestyle, habits, and potential risks. Many cases hinge
on understanding why the victim may have been targeted.
Suspect Review: Documenting all known suspects, persons of
interest, and excluded individuals. Reviewing how and why they
were considered or eliminated is critical.

Evidence Tracking: Confirming whether physical evidence still
exists, where it is stored, and in what condition. Some items may
have degraded, been lost, or destroyed, while others may remain
viable for new testing. |



By creating a structured system, investigators transform a dense file into
a manageable investigative roadmap.

Practical Tip: Many investigators use spreadsheet software to build
“lead charts” where each row is a witness, event, or piece of evidence,
and columns track its status (interviewed, tested, confirmed, pending).

Identifying Gaps in Prior Investigations
A core responsibility of the Pl is to see what others missed. When
reviewing prior work, look for:
« Unfollowed Leads — Witnesses listed but never interviewed, or
tips noted but not pursued.
« Contradictions — Statements that conflict without resolution.
. Bias Indicators — Evidence suggesting tunnel vision toward one
suspect.
- Incomplete Lab Work — Evidence collected but never processed.

Case Example:

In a 1992 missing persons case, a Pl reviewing the file discovered a
neighbor was listed as a potential witness but no interview was
recorded. The neighbor had since moved states, but when contacted
decades later, she recalled seeing a suspicious vehicle near the victim’s
home. That forgotten witness reignited the investigation.

Evidence Reevaluation: Physical Evidence

Alongside the paper case file, the physical evidence itself demands
careful re-examination. Each piece must be accounted for and
evaluated in light of current forensic possibilities.

. Biological Evidence: Items such as clothing, hair, bodily fluids, and
other materials may yield DNA profiles using modern techniques
unavailable at the time of the original investigation.



Trace Evidence: Fibers, soil, glass, and other small particles can
now be analyzed with advanced microscopic and chemical
methods.

Digital Evidence: Even in older cases, digital materials such as
phone records, credit card transactions, or archived emails may
provide leads when cross-referenced with modern databases.
Chain of Custody: Reviewing evidence handling is essential.
Breaks in chain of custody may render evidence inadmissible or
raise questions about its integrity.

Photographs and Videos: Old crime scene photos may reveal
details overlooked before. Modern software can enhance images,
and trained eyes may notice new connections.

A critical aspect of evidence review is ensuring proper preservation.
Investigators must confirm that items are stored in conditions that
maintain integrity, such as temperature-controlled environments for
biological samples.

The Investigator’s Mindset

Reviewing files and evidence is not just about reading reports—it is
about approaching the case with curiosity, skepticism, and fresh
perspective. A successful investigator asks:

What assumptions were made, and are they valid?

Were alternative theories considered, or was tunnel vision
present?

Did investigators at the time lack tools or knowledge that we now
possess? g

Could small inconsistencies or minor details take on new meaning
today? '



It is also important to remember that reviewing case files can be
emotionally heavy. Investigators must maintain professionalism while
recognizing the human cost behind every page and every piece of
evidence.

Evidence Reevaluation: Digital & Documentary
Even before the internet era, digital evidence existed in forms like
phone records, financial ledgers, and photographs. Today, these can be
re-examined using new tools.
« Phone Records — Old call logs may now be cross-referenced with
updated databases.
« Financial Records — Banking and credit histories may highlight
suspicious activity.
. Photographic Evidence — Old negatives can be digitally enhanced
for details missed at the time.
. Media Archives — Local news broadcasts or obituaries may reveal
overlooked connections.

Building a Case Review Framework
To avoid becoming overwhelmed, many investigators rely on structured
frameworks.

Suggested Framework:

1. Intake — Collect all available files.
Catalog — Create an index of documents and evidence.
Timeline — Build chronological sequence of events.
Gap Analysis — Identify missing leads, tests, or inconsistencies.
Prioritization — Rank leads by feasibility and potential impact.
Action Plan — Develop next steps: re-interview witnesses, request
forensic testing, conduct new searches.

o e s

File review is not glamorous work. It requires:
. Patience — Reading thousands of pages carefully.



. Attention to Detail — Spotting inconsistencies others glossed over.

. Objectivity — Avoiding bias; never force the facts to fit a theory.

. Creativity — Thinking about how new science or digital tools might
revive old evidence.

Reflection Question: When reviewing a file, are you more likely to look
for what is present or what is missing? Why does this matter?

Case Study: The Missed Report

In a 1978 homicide case, a Pl reviewing police files noticed a small
handwritten note: “Check with local cab drivers — possible witness?” No
follow-up existed. Decades later, the Pl tracked down one retired driver,
who recalled a passenger matching the suspect’s description near the
crime scene. That small overlooked note shifted the case’s trajectory.
Lesson: Small, ignored details often carry the greatest weight in cold
case files.

Case Study: The Family’s Archive

A family hired a PI after law enforcement declined to reopen their
daughter’s 1983 disappearance. While reviewing police files, the Pl also
examined the family’s scrapbook. Inside were letters from friends
mentioning a man who had been stalking the victim. This name was
absent from official reports. A new lead was born.

Note: Never underestimate unofficial records—families, friends, and
community members may preserve details authorities did not.

Section 3 — Witnesses, Families, and Interviews

Introduction

The human element is at the center of every investigation. While
forensic science, technology, and physical evidence often dominate
modern crime-solving narratives, the voices of people—witnesses,



victims’ families, and even those on the margins of a case—continue to
shape the trajectory of an inquiry. In cold case work, these voices are
both the most fragile and the most powerful sources of information.
Years, sometimes decades, may pass before an investigator reopens an
old file. When they do, the interviews contained within that file are like
snapshots in time. They capture what someone said, how they said it,
and what investigators believed was important at the moment. But
human memory is not static. It changes with time, influenced by new
experiences, fading details, and even cultural or media narratives.
Returning to those same witnesses years later often yields an entirely
different perspective—sometimes a weaker, cloudier one, and at other
times, one enriched by hindsight and distance.

Witnesses Over Time

Witnesses play a crucial role in reconstructing the past, but the passage
of time creates unique challenges. A neighbor who once recalled
hearing a strange noise may no longer be confident in what day it
occurred. A bystander who saw a suspicious figure might now confuse
what they truly saw with what they later read in the newspaper. For
investigators, this reality demands patience and discernment.

Still, time can also work in an investigator’s favor. People who once
stayed silent may decide to speak when the fear of retaliation fades, or
when shifting personal loyalties encourage disclosure. Some witnesses
may even feel guilt for withholding information and see a renewed
investigation as a chance to unburden themselves. What seemed
irrelevant to them years ago—a fleeting comment, a car parked at an
unusual angle, a gesture that didn’t fit the situation—may now surface
as a detail with new meaning. |

In re-interviewing witnesses, the investigator’s role is part detective,
part listener, and part interpreter. The questions are not simply about
what happened, but about how the memory has lived and changed



within the witness’s mind over the years.

Families as Partners and Stakeholders

If witnesses provide fragments of the event itself, families provide the
context of the victim’s life. They know the routines, habits, struggles,
and secrets that may not have made it into official reports. A victim’s
brother might remember a strained relationship that investigators
overlooked. A parent might recall a late-night phone call that suddenly
seems significant. Family members often preserve journals, letters,
photographs, or belongings that, when reexamined, can help build a
richer understanding of the victim’s world.

But families are not-only sources of information. They are also enduring
advocates. Many cold cases remain active precisely because loved ones
refuse to let them disappear. Their persistence—writing letters,
contacting the media, demanding answers from officials—keeps the
case alive in public memory and often pushes agencies to revisit the
file.

At the same time, investigators must navigate the emotional weight
that families carry. Years of waiting can breed frustration, anger, or
mistrust. Families may cling to theories about the case, convinced of a
suspect’s guilt or frustrated by earlier investigative failures. It is the
investigator’s responsibility to engage with compassion while
maintaining objectivity, acknowledging the pain of loss while carefully
separating fact from interpretation.

The Art of the Interview

Revisiting witnesses and families require a deliberate and thoughtful
approach. Unlike in the urgency of an active crime, where interviews
often occur in the immediate aftermath of an event, cold case
interviews allow for preparation and patience.



The skilled investigator studies prior statements, highlights
inconsistencies, and identifies areas where clarification is needed. The
interview itself becomes less about interrogation and more about
conversation. Open-ended questions—“What do you remember most
about that day?” or “Has anything come to mind over the years that
you didn’t mention before?” —encourage recollection without imposing
assumptions.

Equally important is the investigator’s demeanor. Building trust is
essential, particularly with families who may feel abandoned or
witnesses who once hesitated to speak. A respectful, empathetic
approach often leads to greater openness than a rigid or
confrontational style. Active listening—watching body language, noting
pauses, and following the natural flow of the witness’s story—can
uncover subtle but critical insights.

It is also important to recognize the limits of memory. Trauma, time,
and suggestion can all distort recollections. Investigators must treat
memories as one piece of a larger puzzle, always seeking corroboration
through evidence, documentation, or other accounts. Even when a
memory cannot stand alone, it may provide the thread that ties other
facts together.

This section will teach you how to:
« Locate and re-engage witnesses.
« Approach families with professionalism and compassion.
« Conduct effective interviews when memories are decades old.
« Recognize the psychological impact of revisiting traumatic events.

The human factor can either reignite a case or shut it down
completely—depending on how the investigator handles interactions.



Locating Witnesses Years Later
Witnesses often disappear with time. People move, change names, or
pass away. Reconnecting with them requires resourcefulness.
Locating Tools:
« Public Records — Property records, voter rolls, court filings.
. OSINT (Open-Source Intelligence) — social media, obituaries,
professional networking sites.
. Databases — Skip tracing software, investigative databases, credit
headers.
« Family Connections — Sometimes contacting relatives leads to a
witness.
« Community Sources — Churches, clubs, and local organizations
may know where someone relocated.

Note: Witnesses may not want to be found. The passage of time can
increase reluctance to revisit painful memories.

Re-Engaging Witnesses
When contacting a witness after decades, approach matters.

. Be Respectful — Acknowledge the long passage of time.

. Be Transparent — State who you are and why you are revisiting the
case.

« Be Sensitive — Many witnesses were children at the time and may
carry lifelong trauma.

. Be Patient — Some will need multiple conversations before
opening up.

Note: Always allow witnesses the option of saying “no.” Forcing
participation can backfire and taint credibility.

Memory and Time
Decades-old memories pose unique challenges.



Problems with Long-Term Memory:
« Memory Decay — Details fade over time.
. Memory Distortion — Repeated retelling or media exposure can
alter recollections.
. Memory Suppression — Trauma can cause deliberate or
subconscious forgetting.

Techniques to Enhance Recall:
. Contextual Questions — Ask about the day, weather, or
surroundings, not just the crime.
. Cognitive Interviewing — Encourage free recall before asking
specific questions.
« Visualization — Ask witnesses to mentally place themselves back in
that moment.

Note: In a 1981 abduction case, a Pl asked a witness what music was
playing on the radio that day. The detail triggered a cascade of other
memories, including the exact time she left home—helpful for timeline
reconstruction.

Interview Preparation
Preparation is just as important as the interview itself.
. Review the File — Know what the witness said originally.
. Develop Objectives — Decide what information you need to clarify
or expand.
« Plan the Setting — Choose a safe, quiet location free of
distractions.
. Anticipate Emotions — Witnesses may cry, shut down, or display
anger. |

Working with Families
Families are central to cold case work. They often live in limbo, waiting
for answers for decades.



Role of Families in Cold Cases:
« Provide additional records or memorabilia.
« Offer insight into the victim’s habits, routines, and relationships.
« Keep public pressure alive for resolution.
« Sometimes present bias (pushing one theory strongly).

Pl Approach with Families:
« Balance Compassion with Objectivity — Respect grief while
staying focused on facts.
. Set Boundaries — Do not promise outcomes beyond your control.
« Maintain Communication — Regular updates help build trust.

Note: Why is managing family expectations one of the most delicate
aspects of Pl work in cold cases?

Trauma and Sensitivity
Revisiting old cases often reopens wounds. Families may cycle through
grief all over again. Witnesses may struggle with survivor’s guilt.
. Acknowledge the Pain — Simple recognition of difficulty goes far.
« Allow Breaks — Do not force long interviews.
. Know Referral Resources — Have information for counseling or
support groups.
« Avoid Judgment — Never imply blame for past choices (e.g., not
reporting something sooner).

Note: Exploiting trauma for investigative purposes can damage both the
witness and the case.

Suspect Interviews & Re-Contact
Cold cases sometimes require re-interviewing original suspects or
persons of interest.



. Changed Circumstances — Life events (divorce, illness,
incarceration) may shift willingness to talk.

« Guilt & Conscience — Time may erode defenses; some people
confess later in life.

« Consistency Check — Comparing old statements with new ones
can reveal deception.

Note: Always document exact wording—small differences between
decades-old and present-day statements may hold significant meaning.

Case Study: The Re-Contacted Witness

In a 1975 murder case, a Pl re-contacted a witness who was 14 years
old at the time. Initially, the teenager’s memory was vague in early
police reports. Forty years later, as an adult, the witness recalled that
the suspect’s vehicle had a broken taillight. When verified against DMV
records, this small detail tied the suspect directly to the crime scene.

Lesson: People may remember new details years later—sometimes
more clearly than in the immediate aftermath.

Case Study: The Family Advocate

A mother in a 1988 missing persons case kept a journal for 30 years,
recording every rumotr, tip, and memory shared by community
members. When a Pl reviewed the journal, several names not present
in police records emerged. One of these individuals later became
central to the reopened case.

Lesson: Families are not passive bystanders—they often conduct
parallel investigations. Their archives can be invaluable.

In the world of cold cases, files and evidence provide the framework,
but people breathe life into the investigation. Witnesses, with their
fallible yet vital memories, offer glimpses of the past that no forensic
test can replicate. Families, with their love and persistence, supply both



the context of the victim’s life and the moral drive to continue the
search for justice.

For the investigator, engaging with witnesses and families is not merely
a procedural task—it is a profound responsibility. Every question asked,
every pause honored, and every story retold contributes to the pursuit
of truth. The art of interviewing in cold case work lies not only in
extracting information, but in respecting the humanity of those who
carry the weight of memory and loss. Through them, the silence of the
past may once again give voice to the possibility of resolution.

Section 4 — Modern Forensic Science in Cold Cases

Introduction

The past few decades have witnessed a revolution in forensic science.
What was once considered impossible—extracting a DNA profile from a
single strand of hair, tracing a bullet to a specific firearm, or identifying
a suspect through digital traces left online—is now standard practice in
modern investigations. For cold cases, where years or even decades
may have passed since the crime occurred, these advances hold
transformative power. Evidence once regarded as inconclusive,
irrelevant, or even invisible can today provide the breakthrough that
reawakens a dormant case.

Cold case work is unique in that it straddles two eras: the past, where
investigations were shaped by the limitations of their time, and the
present, where technology has expanded the range of what is possible.
The investigator must learn to look backward with modern eyes, re-
examining old files and evidence not as relics, but as untapped
resources. In this sense, modern forensic science does not replace
traditional investigative work—it breathes new life into it.



The Evolution of DNA and Biological Evidence

Perhaps the most dramatic advancement in forensic science has been
the use of DNA analysis. In the 1980s, DNA testing required relatively
large, high-quality samples, and results were often limited. Today,
techniques such as touch DNA and mitochondrial DNA sequencing allow
investigators to generate profiles from tiny or degraded samples once
considered unusable.

For cold cases, this means that old evidence stored in boxes—clothing,
cigarette butts, envelopes, or even long-forgotten hairbrushes—can
now be re-examined with incredible precision. Even partial DNA profiles
can be cross-referenced against national databases, revealing potential
suspects or narrowing down investigative leads. More recently, genetic
genealogy has emerged as a powerful tool, using public DNA databases
to identify relatives of unknown suspects. This technique has famously
solved cases that baffled investigators for decades, including serial
offenses once thought unsolvable.

The lesson for cold case investigators is clear: never assume that old

biological evidence has lost its value. With modern science, samples

collected decades ago may now speak louder than they ever could in
their own time.

Beyond DNA: Expanding Forensic Frontiers

While DNA has garnered the most attention, other areas of forensic
science have also advanced significantly. Fingerprint analysis, for
example, once relied on manual comparison of ridge patterns. Today,
automated systems such as AFIS (Automated Fingerprint Identification
System) can scan and match prints against vast databases within
minutes. Latent prints once dismissed as “unusable” can often be
enhanced with digital imaging techniques, making them viable for
analysis.



Ballistics has similarly evolved. Modern comparison microscopes, 3D
imaging, and national ballistics databases now allow investigators to link
bullets and cartridge cases across jurisdictions. A bullet recovered in a
cold case decades ago can be re-examined today and potentially
matched to a firearm connected to more recent crimes.

Trace evidence analysis—fibers, soil, paint, or glass fragments—has also
grown more sophisticated. Microscopic and chemical techniques can
pinpoint origins with remarkable specificity, sometimes tying a suspect
to a crime scene in ways previously impossible. Even older methods,
such as handwriting analysis or document examination, have been
refined with digital tools that improve accuracy and reliability.

Taken together, these advancements remind investigators that no piece
of evidence is too small to revisit. What once seemed ordinary may now
hold extraordinary significance.

The Digital Dimension

Modern forensic science also extends into the digital realm. While many
cold cases predate the digital age, electronic records have nonetheless
become critical in re-examining older crimes. Phone records, credit card
transactions, and archived emails can be retrieved and cross-referenced
in ways that were impractical or unavailable when the crime first
occurred.

Even in cases from the 1970s or 1980s, digital forensics may intersect
with newer investigations. A suspect who evaded capture decades ago
may leave digital footprints in later years—social media posts, online
purchases, or GPS data—that retroactively illuminate their movements
or behaviors during the time of the original crime. This blending of past
and present is one of the unique strengths of modern investigative
science.



Challenges and Responsibilities

While modern forensic science provides powerful opportunities, it also
carries new responsibilities. Evidence must be preserved carefully, and
investigators must confirm that items stored decades ago remain
uncontaminated and admissible in court. Techniques such as DNA and
digital analysis are also subject to evolving legal standards; courts
demand that scientific methods meet high thresholds of reliability and
validation.

Moreover, science alone does not solve cases. Forensic results must
always be interpreted in context, combined with witness testimony,
investigative strategy, and sound judgment. The temptation to rely too
heavily on technology must be tempered by the investigator’s
understanding that human behavior, not science, lies at the heart of
every crime.

In this section, you will learn how to:

« Understand major forensic advances relevant to cold cases.

. ldentify evidence suitable for re-testing.

« Recognize the limits of science and legal barriers.

« Apply forensic knowledge strategically in investigations.
For private investigators, knowledge of these methods is essential—not
to perform the science, but to know when to recommend re-analysis.

Evolution of Forensic Science
Many cases grew cold simply because forensic tools of the time could
not deliver definitive results.
Timeline of Key Advances:
« 1980s — Early DNA testing introduced, but requnred large, high-
quality samples.
« 1990s — AFIS fingerprint systems éxpand; DNA databanks begin.
« 2000s — Mitochondrial DNA and Y-STR testing; national ballistics
databases.



~« 2010s - Forensic genealogy emerges; digital forensic imaging
advances.
« 2020s — Touch DNA, rapid DNA, Al-enhanced pattern recognition,
and cold-case genetic genealogy explode in use.

Note: In 1989, a homicide yielded only a few skin cells under the
victim’s fingernails. At the time, testing was impossible. In 2018, that
same evidence produced a full DNA profile, identifying the killer.

DNA in Cold Cases
DNA remains the gold standard of forensic breakthroughs.
Types of DNA Testing:
« Nuclear DNA - Standard testing; unique to individuals.
« Mitochondrial DNA — Passed maternally; useful in degraded
samples like bones or hair.
« Y-STR DNA - Traces paternal lineage; valuable when male
suspects are involved.
« Touch DNA - Profiles generated from mere skin cells on objects.
Databases:
« CODIS (Combined DNA Index System) — National database of
offender profiles.
« Familial DNA Searches — Identifies potential relatives of the
source.
Note: Private investigators cannot submit evidence directly to CODIS
but can work with law enforcement or accredited labs to push for
testing.

Forensic Genealogy
One of the most revolutionary tools in recent years is genetic
genealogy.
Process Overview:
1. A DNA sample from crime scene evidence is analyzed.



2. The profile is uploaded to public genealogy databases (e.g.,
GEDmatch).
. Matches to distant relatives are identified.
4. Genealogists build family trees to narrow down potential
suspects.

w

Case Example:

The Golden State Killer (Joseph DeAngelo) was identified in 2018 after
his DNA was linked through genealogy databases to distant relatives.
Practical Reflection: Why is genealogy both powerful and controversial
in investigations?

Fingerprint Advances
Fingerprints collected decades ago may still prove valuable.
« AFIS (Automated Fingerprint Identification System): Allows old
prints to be scanned and compared against millions of records.
. Digital Enhancement: Blurry or partial prints can now be digitally
cleaned and matched.
. Palm and Footprints: Newer systems allow analysis beyond just
fingertips.

Case Example: In a 1979 burglary-turned-homicide, a partial latent print
on a windowsill, once dismissed as unusable, was digitally enhanced
and matched in 2010, leading to arrest.

Ballistics & Firearms Databases
Ballistic evidence has benefitted from technology as well.
« NIBIN (National Integrated Ballistic Information Network): Links
shell casings and bullets to other crimes nationwide.
. Digital Comparisons: Modern microscopes and Al allow far
greater accuracy in matching toolmarks.
« Restoration Techniques: Fired bullets can be reconstructed even
when damaged.



Investigator Tip: A shell casing from a 1980s crime scene might now be
linked to a gun used in a 2000s robbery—creating a new investigative

path.

Document & Trace Evidence
Not all forensic breakthroughs are about DNA and ballistics.
. Document Analysis: Handwriting, ink dating, and paper sourcing
have improved with digital scanning.
« Trace Evidence: Fibers, soil, pollen, and glass fragments can now
be matched using advanced spectroscopy.
. Toxicology: New tests can detect drugs or poisons invisible to
older methods.

Reflection Exercise:
Think of a 1980s poisoning case. What substances might modern
toxicology detect that 1980s labs could not?

Digital Forensics
Even older cases can benefit from digital tools:
« Photo & Video Enhancement — VHS or early surveillance tapes
can be digitized and clarified.
« Archival Research — Old phone records, bank logs, and even
floppy disks can sometimes be recovered.
« Online Presence of Witnesses & Suspects — social media and
internet archives may reveal confessions, associations, or new
leads.

Case Example: A 1995 disappearance was clarified when a Pl found the
victim’s old email account. Messages revealed plans to meet
someone—previously unknown to police.

Limitations of Forensic Science
Not every cold case benefits from science.



. Degraded Evidence: Some samples are too damaged.

. Lost or Destroyed Items: Many cases suffer from poor storage or
disposal.

. Legal Barriers: Courts may limit the re-use of evidence.

. Cost: Advanced forensic testing can be expensive and beyond
family or agency budgets.

Pl Caution: Never promise families that testing will provide answers. It
is always a possibility, not a guarantee.

Case Study: The DNA Hit

A Pl revisiting a 1984 sexual assault noticed that clothing collected at
the time had never been DNA tested. With family advocacy, law
enforcement agreed to re-test. In 2019, a DNA hit was made in CODIS,
identifying a suspect already imprisoned for another crime.

Lesson: Evidence overlooked in the past can become the cornerstone of
justice when technology catches up.

Case Study: The Digital Tape

In a 1992 robbery-homicide, police dismissed a security tape as too
grainy. Decades later, a Pl arranged for digital enhancement. The
suspect’s tattoo became visible, which corroborated with a surviving
witness’s description.

Lesson: Evidence that once seemed useless may now be invaluable
when enhanced.

Modern forensic science has transformed the landscape of cold case
investigation. What was once the end of the road is now the beginning
of new possibilities. DNA, ballistics, fingerprints, trace analysis, and
digital forensics have all given investigators powerful tools to revisit old
evidence and ask new questions.



For cold case investigators, this reality carries both hope and obligation.
It means that cases once considered unsolvable may finally find
resolution, but only if the evidence is handled with care, the science is
applied responsibly, and the humanity of the investigation is never
forgotten. In the end, forensic science is not an answer in itself—it is a
language through which the past speaks. And in cold cases, listening to
that voice may be the key to long-awaited justice.

Section 5 — Re-Investigation Strategies

Introduction

Cold case investigations are not simply about revisiting the past—they
are about reframing it. A re-investigation does not begin where the
original inquiry left off; it begins with a new perspective, informed by
modern tools, fresh insights, and the benefit of hindsight. For an
investigator, the re-investigation phase represents both an opportunity
and a responsibility: the opportunity to uncover what was missed, and
the responsibility to honor the work that has already been done while
correcting its limitations.

The decision to re-investigate a case is rarely taken lightly. Resources are
limited, and priorities are often focused on active crimes that pose
immediate threats to public safety. Yet, when a cold case is reopened, it
signals a commitment to justice without an expiration date. For the
private investigator, re-investigation strategies are essential not only for
generating new leads but also for demonstrating the persistence and
professionalism that victims’ families expect and deserve.

Starting with the Case File

The first step in re-investigation is a comprehensive review of the
original case file. This process goes beyond merely reading reports; it
requires reconstructing the investigation as if it were unfolding for the



first time. The investigator should chart the timeline of events, study
the victim’s background, and examine how leads were pursued or
abandoned.

Equally important is identifying what was missing. Were certain
witnesses never interviewed? Was evidence collected but never tested,
or perhaps tested with outdated methods? Were early assumptions
about the case too narrow, potentially blinding investigators to
alternative explanations?

Reconstructing the case in this manner serves two purposes. First, it
provides a fresh understanding of the investigation’s strengths and
weaknesses. Second, it allows the investigator to view the case with
modern eyes, considering what today’s forensic science, digital tools,
and investigative strategies might reveal that was previously
inaccessible.

Developing a New Investigative Plan

Once the original file has been dissected, the investigator must craft a
new strategy. This plan is not simply a continuation of the old—it is a
roadmap built on the questions that remain unanswered.

A strong re-investigation plan includes clear objectives: re-interviewing
key witnesses, re-examining physical evidence, applying new forensic
techniques, and considering new suspects or motives. Timelines are
updated to reflect new possibilities, and investigative tasks are
prioritized based on the likelihood of yielding actionable results.

Flexibility is critical. Unlike active cases, where the pace of events drives
the investigation, cold case work requires patience and adaptability.
Leads may be slow to develop, and evidence may not always cooperate.
Yet the strategy must remain disciplined, ensuring that the investigation
does not simply recycle old approaches but genuinely seeks new paths



to resolution.

Leveraging Modern Resources

Modern re-investigation strategies rely heavily on tools and resources
unavailable in earlier decades. National databases allow fingerprints,
DNA profiles, and ballistics evidence to be compared across
jurisdictions. Digital forensics can illuminate suspects’ later activities,
revealing patterns that point back to the original crime. Geographic
profiling, behavioral analysis, and advanced data visualization tools can
also reveal connections overlooked by earlier investigators.

Collaboration is another modern asset. Cold case investigators now
frequently partner with forensic specialists, academic researchers, and
even genealogists to develop leads. Private investigators may also work

alongside law enforcement agencies, offering specialized skills or
flexibility that complement official efforts. The strength of re-
investigation lies not only in what the individual can do, but in the
network of expertise that can now be mobilized.

Revisiting Witnesses and Families

No re-investigation is complete without revisiting the people connected
to the case. Witnesses, family members, and even former investigators

may provide new insights when approached years later. Circumstances

change—relationships shift, fears subside, and memories evolve. What

was once withheld may now be shared.

This stage requires sensitivity as well as persistence. Families may feel
both hope and frustration when an old case is reopened. Witnesses
may be hesitant or skeptical. The investigator must balance empathy
with professionalism, ensuring that every conversation is respectful,
purposeful, and carefully documented. Even a small detail, mentioned
offhand, can become the spark that reignites the case.



Principles of Re-Investigation
A structured re-investigation requires discipline.

Core Principles:

1.

Start Fresh, Not Blind — Build upon prior work but avoid adopting
old biases.

Think Systematically — Every action should be tied to the overall
investigative plan.

Pursue Gaps — Focus on leads ignored or dropped decades ago.

. Use Modern Tools — Apply forensic and digital advancements

strategically.
Document Everything — Maintain meticulous notes to preserve
credibility.

Pl Note: Many cold cases fail because investigators either chase too
many leads at once or become locked on a single suspect without
sufficient basis. Balance is key.

Developing an Investigative Plan
Like a blueprint, an investigative plan keeps work focused and prevents
wasted effort.

Steps to Plan Development:

A1

Al ool

Define Objectives — What is the primary goal? (Locate suspect,
identify remains, confirm alibi, etc.)

Review Known Facts — Establish what is truly documented.
Identify Leads — From gaps, inconsistencies, or new science.
Prioritize — Rank leads by impact and feasibility.

Assign Actions — Determine steps such as re-interviews, lab
testing requests, or surveillance.



Prioritizing Leads
Not all leads are equal. Resources are limited, and old cases demand
triage.

Factors to Consider:
. Strength of Lead — Does it directly connect to the crime?
« Feasibility — Can it be realistically pursued? (e.g., witness
deceased vs. still locatable).
« Impact — Would the lead significantly advance the case if
confirmed?
« Cost — Forensics and travel can be expensive—budget matters.

Case Example: A Pl reviewing a 1990 case identified 10 potential leads.
By prioritizing, he focused first on a DNA test that ultimately identified
the suspect, saving months of unnecessary legwork.

Reconstructing Timelines
Timelines are one of the most powerful tools in re-investigation.
. Create Master Timeline: Incorporate all known events—victim’s
movements, withess observations, suspect alibis.
. Integrate Modern Findings: Add new forensic test results,
genealogy data, or recently discovered records.
. Spot Contradictions: Look for overlaps where suspects claimed
whereabouts conflict with evidence.

Practical Tip: Visual timelines (software or wall charts) allow quick
recognition of patterns that written notes often obscure.

Integrating New Forensics
Re-investigation often involves weaving modern forensnc results into old
case structures.
« Confirm Original Findings: Do new results contradict prior
conclusions?



» Build Bridges: Connect forensic results with witness statements or
timelines.

. Re-Test Theories: Use forensics to test original investigative
assumptions.

Example: A 1982 arson case originally blamed faulty wiring. A modern
forensic review found accelerant traces on debris. The case pivoted
from accident to homicide.

Collaboration with Law Enforcement
Private investigators often need cooperation from police, labs, or
prosecutors to push a cold case forward.

Best Practices:

. Respect Boundaries: Law enforcement may be protective of their
cases.

. Offer Value: Present findings in organized, credible ways that
support their work.

. Stay Professional: Avoid antagonizing agencies; build bridges, not
walls.

- Provide Leads, Not Demands: Share intelligence rather than
dictate strategy.

Reflection: Why might law enforcement be resistant to Pl involvement
in cold cases? How can Pls overcome this?

Building Partnerships
Beyond police, collaboration is often required with:
. Forensic Labs — Accredited labs for DNA, ballistics, toxicology.
. Genealogists — Forensic genealogy experts.
. Journalists — Media coverage can pressure agencies to act.
- Nonprofits — Organizations like the Cold Case Foundation may
support investigations.



Pl Note: Building a network increases credibility and access to
specialized tools.

Case Study: Strategic Pivot

In a 1977 missing persons case, re-investigation focused initially on a
local suspect. However, after re-building the timeline, investigators
noted that the victim’s last known movements overlapped with a series
of truck driver abductions across the region. The case pivoted from local
theory to serial offender theory, changing everything.

Lesson: Strategic re-investigation requires flexibility—sometimes the
case is not what it seemed at first.

Case Study: The Prioritization Decision

In a 1986 double homicide, there were dozens of leads: gang
involvement, jealous partners, and drug connections. A Pl prioritized a
simple overlooked item—a cigarette butt never tested for DNA. When
analyzed, it matched a known offender, cutting through years of
speculation.

Lesson: Prioritizing efficiently can make the difference between clarity
and chaos.

Re-investigation is the heart of cold case work. It is the moment when
dormant evidence is reawakened, when witnesses are given a second
chance to speak, and when modern science and investigative skill
converge to challenge the silence of time. Successful strategies require
more than technical expertise—they demand patience, creativity, and
the discipline to approach old questions in new ways.

For the cold case investigator, re-investigation is not about reliving the
past. It is about reshaping it, building a bridge between what was once
thought unknowable and what is now within reach. Every file re-
opened, every witness re-interviewed, and every test re-run carries the
possibility of finally bringing truth to light.



Section 6 — Media, Publicity & Advocacy

Introduction

Cold case investigations exist at the intersection of law enforcement,
community interest, and human endurance. Unlike active cases, which
often dominate headlines in their early days, cold cases tend to fade
quietly from public attention. Yet media and advocacy have become
powerful forces in re-igniting interest, generating new leads, and
placing pressure on agencies to revisit dormant investigations. For
private investigators and professionals engaged in cold case work,
understanding the role of publicity and advocacy is essential—not as a
sideshow to the investigation, but as a strategic tool that can help move
a stalled case forward.

Publicity can be a double-edged sword. When used effectively, it draws
out witnesses, encourages tipsters to come forward, and helps secure
institutional resources. But poorly managed media campaigns can
compromise investigative integrity, create false expectations, or even
endanger witnesses. Similarly, advocacy—from families, non-profits, or
private groups—can provide vital momentum, but it must be channeled
in a way that supports rather than disrupts the investigative process.
The challenge for the investigator is to balance transparency and
discretion, leveraging public interest without allowing it to dictate the
direction of the case.

The Role of Media in Cold Cases

The media’s role in cold case work is both historical and evolving.
Traditionally, newspaper articles, radio segments, and televised crime
features were the primary means of generating renewed attention.
These platforms allowed investigators to reach large audiences, hoping
that someone, somewhere, would recall a detail or come forward with
overlooked information.



Today, the media landscape has shifted. Social media platforms,
podcasts, and online documentaries have become major players in the
cold case arena. True-crime storytelling has surged in popularity,
creating entire communities dedicated to revisiting old cases. While
some of these efforts sensationalize tragedy, others provide careful,
factual coverage that can directly contribute to new leads. Investigators
must recognize the power of these mediums and learn how to
collaborate with journalists and content creators in ways that preserve
accuracy and respect for the victims.

In practice, working with media requires preparation. Investigators
should ensure that public statements are factual, concise, and avoid
revealing sensitive details that could compromise the re-investigation.
Maintaining control over the narrative is critical; once information is
public, it cannot be retracted.

Advocacy and Family Voices

If the media gives a case visibility, advocacy gives it persistence. Families
of victims often become the most dedicated advocates, organizing
events, creating awareness campaigns, and petitioning authorities to
keep the case alive. Their efforts humanize the investigation, ensuring
that the victim is not reduced to a statistic but remembered as a person
whose life and story matter.

Private investigators often find themselves working closely with these
families, offering both professional services and guidance. Advocacy
groups, non-profits, and foundations dedicated to solving cold cases can
also provide funding, expertise, or connections that extend beyond
what law enforcement alone can offer. '

However, advocacy must be carefully coordinated. Families in grief can
be vulnerable to misinformation, false leads, or exploitation by
unscrupulous individuals. The investigator’s role is to support advocacy



while ensuring that the pursuit of publicity does not compromise
investigative integrity or retraumatize those most affected by the crime.

Public Campaigns and Tip Generation

One of the most practical benefits of media and advocacy is their ability
to generate new tips. A case featured in a news article, podcast, or
social media campaign may reach someone who has held a piece of the
puzzle for years but never thought it relevant or safe to share. Public
campaigns can also refresh collective memory, encouraging witnesses
who once stayed silent due to fear, stigma, or distrust to finally come
forward.

To maximize this effect, investigators should ensure that public
campaigns provide clear instructions for how tips should be
submitted—whether through a confidential hotline, email, or
anonymous tip platform. Systems must be in place to quickly assess and
prioritize incoming information, as publicity often generates both
valuable leads and large amounts of irrelevant noise.

Balancing Exposure and Investigation

Perhaps the most difficult aspect of using media and advocacy in cold
case work is finding the balance between exposure and discretion. Too
much publicity, too soon, can alert potential suspects, taint witness
recollections, or complicate legal proceedings. Too little, and the case
remains buried under the weight of time.

For this reason, investigators must treat media strategy as part of the
overall investigative plan. Decisions about what to share, when to share
it, and through which channels must be made with the same care as
decisions about evidence testing or witness interviews. Advocacy
efforts should be encouraged but guided, ensuring that public energy
reinforces rather than undermines professional efforts.



The Role of Media in Cold Cases
Media serves multiple functions in cold case work:

Raising Awareness — Keeps the victim’s name alive.

Generating Leads — Public appeals often produce new
information.

Pressuring Agencies — Coverage can push law enforcement to
revisit cases.

Humanizing Victims — Reminds the public that behind the file is a
real person.

Case Example: In a 1983 unsolved homicide, renewed TV coverage in
2015 generated a tip from a viewer who recalled seeing the suspect
near the crime scene.

Traditional Media Strategies
Traditional outlets—TV, radio, newspapers—remain powerful tools.
Best Practices:

Prepare Talking Points: Focus on facts, not speculation.

Use Compelling Visuals: Photos of victims, case timelines, or
recovered evidence.

Time Releases Strategically: Anniversaries of crimes often capture
attention.

Stay Professional: Avoid emotional outbursts or accusatory
language.

Pl Tip: Work with journalists who have a history of covering crime or
human-interest stories. They understand sensitivity and investigative
needs. '

Social Media & Digital Advocacy
Social media can reach audiences instantly and globally.



Platforms:
. Facebook & X (Twitter): Case pages, tip requests, anniversary
reminders.
« YouTube & Podcasts: In-depth storytelling platforms.
. TikTok & Instagram: Visual and short-form awareness campaigns.

Benefits:
« Broad reach, cost-effective, and interactive.
« Families can directly connect with supporters.

Risks:
« Spread of misinformation.
« Potential to compromise evidence or taint witnesses.
« Suspects monitoring coverage.

Working with Families as Advocates

Families are often the loudest voices for justice. They can:
. Keep media engaged.
« Maintain public pressure on law enforcement.
» Host vigils, rallies, or awareness events.

Pl Role:
« Support families but manage expectations.
« Help them craft factual, respectful messaging.
« Remind them of risks of overexposure or speculation.

Reflection Question: How do you balance a grieving family’s desire for
publicity with the risk of jeopardizing an investigation?

Nonprofit Organizations & Advocacy Groups



Nonprofits play a growing role in cold case work.

Examples: Cold Case Foundation, Doe Network, National Center
for Missing & Exploited Children.

Contributions: Provide expertise, volunteers, funding, or
networking.

Limitations: Some lack resources or operate more symbolically
than practically.

Case Example: A nonprofit specializing in genetic genealogy provided
free analysis that identified a suspect in a decades-old sexual assault.

Ethical Considerations in Publicity
Investigators must tread carefully.

Do Not Exaggerate: Overstating evidence or theories undermines
credibility.

Protect Sensitive Information: Never release details that only a
perpetrator would know.

Avoid Trial by Media: Publicly accusing suspects can backfire
legally and ethically.

Respect Privacy: Not all family members want exposure.

Pl Note: Remember that publicity is a tool, not a weapon.

Timing Publicity Efforts
Strategic timing maximizes effectiveness.

Anniversaries of Crimes: Natural opportunities for renewed
interest.

New Forensic Breakthroughs: Publicizing when evidence is re-
tested or new results are pending. |

Community Events: Tie advocacy to local festlvals charity events,
or awareness months.



Practical Tip: Always align publicity with tangible action—new evidence,
renewed investigation, or upcoming events. Publicity without progress
risks “awareness fatigue.”

Case Study: The Podcast Effect

In 2016, a true-crime podcast revisited a 1990 cold case. Listeners
began sharing theories, and one caller provided new information about
a suspicious person connected to the victim. This tip eventually led
investigators to reopen the case and pursue charges.

Lesson: Storytelling platforms like podcasts can bring fresh perspectives
and new audiences to decades-old investigations.

Media, publicity, and advocacy are not distractions from the core work
of solving cold cases—they are catalysts that can breathe new life into
dormant investigations. When used responsibly, they expand reach,
generate leads, and mobilize community support. They also honor
victims by ensuring their stories remain visible, reminding the public
that justice is not bound by time.

For the cold case investigator, these forces represent both opportunity
and challenge. Harnessed wisely, they can transform a forgotten file
into an active pursuit of truth. Mismanaged, they can cloud the facts
and obstruct justice. The key lies in treating media and advocacy not as
an afterthought, but as an integral part of a comprehensive re-
investigation strategy.

Case Study: Advocacy in Action

In a 1985 disappearance, the victim’s sister held yearly candlelight vigils
and distributed flyers. Eventually, her persistence led a local journalist
to investigate. The story sparked renewed law enforcement interest,
resulting in the recovery of remains.

Lesson: Consistent advocacy can outlast bureaucratic inaction and
generate crucial progress.



Ethics For Private Investigators

Section 1 — Introduction to Ethics in Private Investigations

1.1 What is Ethics?

Ethics refers to the principles of right and wrong that guide human
behavior. In professional settings, ethics is a standard of conduct that
goes beyond what the law requires. While the law defines the minimum
acceptable behavior (what you must do), ethics defines the ideal
professional behavior (what you should do). For private investigators,
ethics is the foundation of credibility, trust, and professionalism.
Private investigators are entrusted with sensitive information and often
operate in situations that directly affect people’s lives, reputations, and
businesses. Acting ethically means handling cases with honesty,
fairness, and integrity, even when shortcuts might seem easier. For
example, it is legal in Texas to record a conversation if you are a
participant, but secretly recording a conversation you are not part of is
both illegal and unethical. Similarly, an investigator may technically be
able to withhold unfavorable findings from a client, but ethically they
are obligated to present the truth, not just what the client wants to
hear.

Ethics also differs from personal morality. Morality is shaped by
individual beliefs and culture, while ethics represents shared
professional standards. In Texas, these standards are supported by
Occupations Code Chapter 1702 and the Texas Administrative Code,
Title 37, Chapter 35, which prohibit misrepresentation, mandate
confidentiality, and require investigators to avoid fraud, negligence, or
deceit.

At its core, ethics for private investigators comes down to five guiding
principles: integrity, confidentiality, impartiality, accountability, and
respect for rights. Upholding these principles protects clients,
strengthens courtroom credibility, and preserves the reputation of the



investigative profession. Ethics is not only about avoiding punishment—
it is about doing what is right, building trust, and ensuring that justice is
served fairly.

« Law vs. Ethics:
o Law defines the minimum acceptable standard of behavior
(what you must do).
o Ethics defines the ideal professional standard (what you
should do).
1.2 Why Ethics Matter in PI Work

Ethics is the cornerstone of professional private investigation. Unlike
many other professions, investigators are often asked to look into
matters that are sensitive, personal, or legally complex. Clients trust
investigators with confidential information and rely on them to uncover
facts that can influence court cases, business decisions, or personal
relationships. Because of this trust, ethical behavior is not optional —it
is essential.

One of the primary reasons ethics matter is credibility. Evidence
gathered through dishonest or illegal methods can be challenged or
excluded in court, even if it reveals the truth. An investigator with a
reputation for cutting corners or misrepresenting findings may damage
not only the client’s case but also their own professional reputation.
Judges, attorneys, and clients will quickly stop relying on an investigator
whose work cannot withstand scrutiny.

Another reason ethics is vital is the protection of clients and the public.
Investigators must protect the confidentiality of their clients while also
respecting the rights of third parties. Unethical behavior, such as
trespassing, unlawful recording, or fabficating evidence, exposes clients
to legal risks and erodes trust in the profession. Acting ethically ensures



that clients receive reliable results without the risk of legal or
reputational harm.

In short, ethics matter in Pl work because they safeguard credibility in
court, protect clients and the public, and uphold the integrity of the
profession. An investigator who consistently acts ethically not only
avoids legal problems but also builds a reputation of trustworthiness
that ensures long-term success in the field. Ethical misconduct can
result in:

« Loss of license under Texas Occupations Code Chapter 1702.

« Civil liability (lawsuits for invasion of privacy, defamation, or
negligence).

« Criminal penalties for illegal acts like unlawful recording or
impersonation.

. Damage to professional reputation and credibility in court.

Ethical investigators protect not just their clients, but the integrity of
the profession itself.

Section 2 — Texas Legal and Ethical Framework

Private investigators in Texas operate within a unique balance of
professional discretion and strict legal boundaries. Unlike some
professions that rely only on general business laws or codes of conduct,
investigators are specifically regulated by the Texas Occupations Code,
Chapter 1702, and the Texas Administrative Code, Title 37, Part 1,
Chapter 35. These laws were created to protect clients, the public, and
the integrity of the investigative profession.

The framework serves two important purposes. First, it establishes the
legal minimums—what investigators are required to do to stay licensed



and avoid disciplinary action. Second, it provides a foundation for
ethical decision-making by clarifying prohibited acts, conflicts of
interest, confidentiality rules, and standards of professionalism.

Understanding this legal and ethical framework is essential because it
defines the boundaries of permissible investigative activity in Texas.
More importantly, it helps investigators recognize that compliance with
the law is only the starting point. Ethical practice goes further, ensuring
that investigators earn trust, maintain credibility in court, and uphold
the reputation of the profession.

2.1 Texas Occupations Code, Chapter 1702
» Governs private security and investigations in Texas.
. Key Provisions for Ethics:

§1702.361 — a license may be suspended or revoked if an investigator:
Engages in fraud, deceit, or misrepresentation while performing
investigative services.

Demonstrates negligence or incompetence in carrying out professional
duties.

Violates confidentiality or discloses client information without proper
authorization.

Commits a felony or certain misdemeanors that reflect poorly on their
trustworthiness or ability to act responsibly.

Fails to comply with other provisions of Chapter 1702 or the Texas
Administrative Code.

Why It Matters for Ethics

This section of the law is where ethics and legal compliance overlap. For
example:

If an investigator knowingly falsifies a réport to please a client, that is
both an ethical violation (dishonesty) and a legal violation under
§1702.361.



If an investigator handles a case carelessly, resulting in inaccurate or lost
evidence, it may not be intentional fraud, but it still falls under
negligence or incompetence.

Consequences
Violating §1702.361 can lead to:
o License suspension or revocation by DPS.
o Civil liability, such as lawsuits from harmed clients or third
parties.
o Loss of credibility in court and within the investigative
community.
o Ethical Connection

While §1702.361 establishes the minimum standard of conduct, ethical
investigators strive to exceed it. Acting with honesty, accuracy, and
professionalism prevents violations and strengthens client trust.
Investigators should see this statute not only as a list of penalties but as
a reminder of the importance of integrity in every case.

§1702.3875 — Prohibition on wiretapping or illegal interception of
communications.
§1702.386 — Duty to maintain confidentiality of client information.

2.2 Texas Administrative Code (TAC), Title 37, Part 1, Chapter 35

« The Texas Administrative Code (TAC), Title 37, Part 1, Chapter 35
sets forth the rules and standards that govern licensed private
investigators, security professionals, and related occupations.
While the Texas Occupations Code, Chapter 1702 establishes the
law, Chapter 35 of the TAC provides the specific rules of conduct
and procedures that investigators must follow to stay compliant.
Together, these codes create the foundation of both the legal and
ethical framework for professional investigators in



. Texas Investigators must:
o Avoid conflicts of interest.
o Accurately represent credentials and qualifications.
o Refrain from misrepresentation, deception, or harassment.
o Conduct investigations in compliance with state and federal
law.

2.3 Confidentiality and Integrity

Confidentiality is one of the most important ethical duties of a private
investigator. Clients trust investigators with sensitive, personal, and
sometimes damaging information. Under the Texas Occupations Code
§1702.386 and the Texas Administrative Code, Chapter 35, investigators
are legally and ethically bound to protect this information.

« Pls are trusted with sensitive personal, financial, and legal
information.

. Disclosing or misusing this information—even accidentally—can
result in liability.

« Reports must be factual, unbiased, and free of personal opinion.

Example: If you’re hired by a business to investigate employee theft,
you cannot disclose unrelated private details about that employee to
others or use it for personal gain.

Section 3 — Common Ethical Dilemmas in Investigations

Investigations, whether conducted by private investigators, corporate
compliance officers, or law enforcement professionals, inherently deal
with sensitive information, human behavior, and high-stakes decisions.
Unlike other professions, the work of investigators often occurs in



morally gray areas where choices are rarely clear-cut. At its core,
investigative work seeks truth and accountability, but the path to
achieving those goals can present difficult ethical challenges.

An ethical dilemma arises when an investigator faces competing duties
or choices in which no option seems entirely “right” or without
consequence. For example, investigators must balance their
responsibility to uncover facts with their obligation to respect privacy
and adhere to the law. They may also face pressure from clients,
employers, or personal biases that conflict with professional standards.
In many cases, the decision is not simply about whether something is
legal, but whether it is just, fair, and consistent with the profession’s
integrity.

The reality is that ethical dilemmas are not rare or hypothetical —they
occur regularly in the field. An investigator might encounter them while
conducting surveillance, interviewing witnesses, handling evidence, or
reporting findings. Each choice can impact not only the outcome of a
case but also the investigator’s credibility, the client’s trust, and the
fairness of the justice system. Therefore, a strong understanding of
common ethical challenges, and strategies for handling them, is
essential for any competent professional.

Why Ethical Dilemmas Matter in Investigations

The investigative profession is built upon trust: trust that findings are
accurate, unbiased, and collected through lawful and ethical means.
When investigators face ethical dilemmas, the stakes extend beyond the
immediate case—they influence reputations, client relationships, and
even the broader perception of the profession. A single ethical misstep,
such as falsifying evidence, exaggerating findings, or conducting
surveillance without proper justification, can have lasting
consequences. ‘



One of the primary reasons ethical dilemmas matter is that
investigators operate at the intersection of multiple interests. Clients
often expect results quickly, sometimes pushing for methods that are
questionable or intrusive. Investigators must weigh these expectations
against legal restrictions and their own professional code of conduct.
Additionally, the individuals being investigated—who may or may not
be guilty of misconduct—are entitled to certain rights and protections.
An investigator who crosses ethical lines risks violating those rights,
undermining the very principles of justice they are meant to support.
Another reason ethical dilemmas are significant is the ripple effect they
can cause. For instance, evidence gathered through deceptive or
unlawful means may not hold up in court, ultimately damaging the
client’s case. Similarly, unethical practices may expose investigators to
civil liability, licensing penalties, or criminal charges. Beyond the legal
consequences, there is also a moral responsibility: investigators are
often in positions where they can profoundly affect people’s lives.
Misrepresenting information, mishandling evidence, or violating
confidentiality can cause irreparable harm to individuals and families.
Thus, investigators must constantly engage in ethical reasoning—
considering not only what they can do within the law but also what
they should do in light of fairness, integrity, and professional standards.

3.1 Conflicts of Interest
« Try to avoid working on cases where loyalty is divided.
« Example: Being hired by opposing parties in a divorce case.
.« Best Practice: Disclose potential conflicts and decline cases when
neutrality cannot be maintained.

3.2 Use of Deception and Pretexting

« Prohibited under federal law: obtaining financial records by
pretext (Gramm-Leach-Bliley Act - (GLBA) is a U.S. federal law



enacted in 1999 that requires financial institutions to protect
consumers' nonpublic personal financial information by providing
notice of their privacy policies and practices, and by implementing
safeguards to ensure the security and confidentiality of that
information. Key aspects include the Privacy Rule, which
mandates annual privacy notices and allows consumers to opt out
of information sharing with non-affiliated third parties, and the
Safeguards Rule, which requires financial institutions to develop
and implement comprehensive information security programs).

« Allowed with caution: role-playing in certain undercover
assignments if it does not violate law.

3.3 Surveillance and Privacy
« Pls may conduct surveillance in public places, but cannot trespass
or illegally enter private property.
« Recording conversations: Texas is a one-party consent state
(§16.02 Texas Penal Code). You may record if you are a participant,
but you may not secretly record conversations you are not part of.

3.4 Billing and Client Communication
. Ethical billing means charging fairly and transparently.
. Misleading invoices or padding hours = both an ethical and legal
violation.
« Reports should be clear, truthful, and provided in a timely manner,

Section 4 — Ethical Decision-Making Framework

Why a Framework Is Necessary

Investigative work is rarely stralghtforward Unlike routlne
administrative tasks, investigations involve navigating complex human
behaviors, competing interests, and ambiguous information. At some
point, nearly every investigator will face a situation where the correct



course of action is not obvious. It may involve choosing between loyalty
to a client and commitment to the truth, or between achieving
investigative goals and respecting an individual’s rights. In such
moments, relying on instinct or personal judgment alone can lead to
mistakes, bias, or even misconduct.

This is where an ethical decision-making framework becomes essential.
A framework is not a rigid rulebook but a structured process for
thinking through difficult choices. It provides investigators with a set of
guiding steps to evaluate problems objectively, balance competing
values, and arrive at a decision that is defensible both legally and
ethically. By applying a consistent framework, professionals reduce the
risk of impulsive actions, rationalization, or falling into “gray areas” that
could harm their credibility or career.

Moreover, the use of a formal framework enhances professional
integrity. Clients, courts, and licensing bodies expect investigators to
uphold high standards of conduct. Demonstrating that decisions are
made through a careful, ethical process builds trust in the profession. It
also ensures that investigators can explain and justify their choices if
questioned later, protecting them from accusations of bias or
impropriety. In short, an ethical decision-making framework serves as
both a compass and a shield: guiding investigators toward responsible
actions and protecting them from the consequences of poor judgment.

The Core Components of an Ethical Framework

Although frameworks can be designed in different ways, most share
several common elements. These components work together to help
investigators analyze ethical dilemmas systematically: -

1. Identifying the Ethical Issue — The first step is recognizing that a
dilemma exists. Many unethical actions happen not because
individuals intentionally do wrong, but because they fail to



acknowledge the ethical dimensions of their choices. Investigators
must pause to ask: What is the real ethical question here?

. Gathering the Facts — Ethical decisions require a complete and
accurate understanding of the situation. Before acting,
investigators should collect relevant information, including laws,
company policies, professional standards, and stakeholder
perspectives. Acting without adequate facts can lead to flawed
reasoning.

. Considering Stakeholders — Every decision affects people: clients,
subjects of investigation, witnesses, employers, and sometimes
the public at large. A strong framework requires investigators to
consider who will be impacted, how they will be affected, and
what rights or.interests they hold.

. Exploring Options — Ethical reasoning involves more than choosing
between “do it” or “don’t do it.” Investigators should brainstorm
alternative courses of action, weighing the potential benefits and
harms of each. Sometimes a creative solution can resolve a
dilemma without compromising ethics.

. Evaluating Against Standards — Decisions should be tested against
multiple benchmarks: the law, professional codes of ethics,
organizational policies, and broader moral principles such as
fairness, honesty, and respect for human dignity. If a choice
violates one of these standards, it should be reconsidered.

. Making the Decision and Taking Responsibility — Ultimately, the
investigator must act. The framework provides clarity, but the
professional must be willing to stand behind their choice and
accept accountability for the consequences.

. Reflecting on the Outcome — After the fact, ethical professionals
review their decisions. What went well? What could have been
handled differently? Reflection strengthens judgment and
prepares investigators for future dilemmas.



These components transform ethical reasoning from a vague, personal
intuition into a disciplined process. They encourage investigators to
slow down, analyze carefully, and ensure their decisions uphold the
integrity of the profession.

Applying the Framework in Investigative Practice

The real test of any framework lies in its application. Investigators often
work under time pressure, client demands, and uncertain
circumstances. An ethical framework is valuable because it can be
applied quickly and consistently, even in stressful conditions.

Consider a scenario where a client pressures an investigator to use
pretexting techniques that border on illegal impersonation. Without a
framework, the investigator might react emotionally—either agreeing
to please the client or rejecting the request without explanation. With a
framework, however, the investigator can pause and work through the
steps: identify the ethical issue (potential illegality and deception),
gather facts (laws and professional codes on pretexting), consider
stakeholders (the client’s interests, the subject’s rights, the
investigator’s license), explore alternatives (other lawful ways to gather
information), and evaluate the options against standards. The result is
not only a more ethical decision but also a well-reasoned explanation
the investigator can give to the client.

Another benefit of applying a framework is consistency. Ethical
challenges often repeat themselves in different forms—privacy
concerns, conflicts of interest, or questions of confidentiality. By relying
on a structured process, investigators develop habits of ethical thinking
that help them respond predictably and professionally, rather than
improvising in each new situation. Over time, this consistency builds
personal credibility and strengthens the profession as a whole.

Finally, frameworks empower investigators to resist undue pressure.
Whether the source is a demanding client, a corporate employer, or



even their own biases, investigators sometimes feel pushed toward
questionable choices. Having a framework gives them a structured
rationale for saying “no” to unethical requests. Instead of appearing
arbitrary, they can point to professional standards and a documented
decision-making process as justification.

In sum, an ethical decision-making framework is not merely a
theoretical tool; it is a practical resource for daily investigative practice.
It equips professionals to navigate uncertainty, defend their choices,
and ensure that their work aligns with both the law and the values of
integrity, fairness, and accountability.

4.1 Steps to Ethical Decisions
When facing an ethical dilemma, ask:

1. Is it legal? (Check Occupations Code, TAC, federal law).

2. Is it ethical? (Would you be comfortable explaining your actions to
a judge or licensing board?).

3. Who is affected? (Clients, courts, public, profession).

4. What are the consequences? (Short- and long-term impact).

4.2 Practical Examples
« Scenario: An attorney client pressures you to leave out
unfavorable details in your report.
o Legal? No—report tampering is fraud.
o Ethical? No—duty is to truth, not just client.
o Action: Provide full, accurate report.
« Scenario: A client asks you to monitor a minor child without the
other parent’s consent.
o Legal? Depends on custody order and court permission.
o Ethical? Risk of harming child or violating rights.
o Action: Seek legal clarification before proceeding.



Section 5 — Professional Standards & Best Practices
Defining Professional Standards in Investigations

Professional standards are the foundation of credibility in the
investigative field. Unlike casual fact-finding or rumor-chasing,
professional investigation demands a higher level of conduct, skill, and
accountability. These standards define how investigators are expected
to behave, how they manage information, and how they interact with
clients, subjects, and the public. They serve as both a safeguard and a
benchmark, ensuring that investigative work is carried out with integrity
and consistency.

At the most basic level, professional standards are shaped by laws,
licensing requirements, and codes of ethics established by state
regulatory bodies and professional associations. In Texas, for instance,
private investigators are licensed under Chapter 1702 of the Texas
Occupations Code and held accountable for following both legal and
ethical rules. Beyond the law, professional associations—such as state Pl
groups or national organizations—publish codes of conduct that stress
honesty, confidentiality, objectivity, and respect for rights.

Adhering to professional standards is not simply about avoiding
penalties; it is about safeguarding the profession’s reputation. When
investigators act responsibly, they strengthen public trust and client
confidence. Conversely, when standards are ignored—through
misconduct, bias, or careless practices—the damage extends beyond

one case or one investigator; it undermines the credibility of the entire
field.

Professional standards are also vital because they create uniform
expectations across a diverse profession. Investigators may specialize in



surveillance, fraud, digital forensics, background checks, or domestic
cases. Despite these differences, all share the same obligation to act
lawfully, ethically, and competently. Standards help ensure consistency,
meaning clients know what to expect and investigators have a clear
framework to follow in uncertain situations.

Best Practices in the Investigative Profession

Whereas professional standards establish the minimum expectations,
best practices represent the ideal level of performance. Best practices
are strategies and methods that experienced professionals have
developed over time to achieve reliable, high-quality results. They often
go beyond what is legally required, reflecting lessons learned in the
field, industry innovations, and evolving ethical expectations.

Some examples of investigative best practices include:

« Thorough Documentation — Maintaining detailed, accurate, and
contemporaneous notes ensures that findings are credible,
verifiable, and admissible in court.

« Respectful Surveillance — Avoiding unnecessary intrusion or
harassment while still capturing the information needed for the
client’s case.

« Continuing Education — Staying current on legal changes,
technology tools, and investigative techniques to remain effective
and compliant.

» Objective Reporting — Presenting findings without personal bias or
influence, even when results may disappoint the client.

« Risk Management — Identifying and mitigating potential legal,
ethical, or safety risks before undertaking a case or action.

- Confidentiality Safeguards — Implementing secure systems for
storing, sharing, and disposing of sensitive client and case
information.



The benefit of best practices is that they improve both the quality and
defensibility of investigative work. An investigator who follows best
practices is more likely to deliver results that stand up to legal scrutiny,
satisfy client needs, and protect against complaints or liability.

Best practices also evolve with the profession. For example, in the past,
surveillance may have relied heavily on physical observation, but today,
digital tools and online research have introduced new standards for
diligence and caution. Similarly, privacy concerns and data protection
laws continue to shape what is considered acceptable in evidence
gathering. Investigators who commit to best practices remain
adaptable, ensuring their methods remain both effective and ethical as
the field changes.

In short, professional standards and best practices work hand in hand:
standards ensure compliance and integrity, while best practices elevate
performance and professionalism. Together, they form the backbone of
investigative credibility and are essential for anyone committed to long-
term success in the field.

5.1 Maintaining Professional Reputation
» Ethical behavior builds trust, credibility, and referrals.
. Word-of-mouth in investigative circles can make or break a career.

5.2 Record-Keeping and Documentation
+ Keep accurate, contemporaneous notes.
« Maintain chain of custody for evidence.
. Store case files securely (locked storage or encrypted digital files).

5.3 Continuing Education and Professional Growth
« Ethics is not static—technology, privacy expectations, and laws
evolve.



« Join professional associations such as TALI (Texas Association of
Licensed Investigators) for updated ethical standards.

Section 6 — Wrap-Up and Key Takeaways

Throughout this discussion of ethics, professional standards, and best
practices, one central theme emerges: the success of any investigation
depends not only on skill and evidence but also on the investigator’s
judgment, integrity, and accountability. Unlike many professions where
mistakes may cause only minor setbacks, in the investigative field,
missteps can carry significant consequences. A single lapse in ethical
reasoning, disregard for professional standards, or failure to apply best
practices can compromise a case, damage reputations, and even result
in legal or licensing consequences.

Investigators often work in spaces where the boundaries between right
and wrong are not always obvious. They may face client pressure to “go
further” than the law allows, or they may encounter situations where
the quickest solution conflicts with long-term ethical obligations. Itis in
these moments that the training, frameworks, and standards discussed
in this course truly matter. Knowing how to slow down, analyze
dilemmas systematically, and act with integrity gives investigators the
ability to handle challenges with confidence.

Another key point is that professional credibility is cumulative. Every
decision, every report, and every client interaction builds—or erodes—
the investigator’s reputation. By adhering to ethical principles, following
professional standards, and consistently applying best practices,
investigators strengthen not only their own careers but also the
profession as a whole. Trust is fragile; it takes years to build but only
moments to lose. Responsible practice ensures that investigators are



remembered for their reliability and professionalism, not for shortcuts
or questionable choices.

« Ethics is about more than avoiding legal trouble—it’s about
protecting clients, courts, and your reputation.

« Texas Occupations Code Chapter 1702 and TAC Chapter 35 set the
legal floor—but ethical practice goes above and beyond.

« The best investigators are trusted not only for their skills but also
for their integrity.

Core Lessons to Remember
To conclude, here are the key takeaways from this section:

. Ethics are central to investigations. Investigators must recognize
ethical dilemmas, understand their implications, and use
structured frameworks to guide decisions. Doing what is right is
just as important as doing what is effective.

« Professional standards provide the foundation. Licensing rules,
laws, and codes of conduct establish the baseline expectations for
investigators. These standards protect clients, subjects, and the
profession, ensuring accountability and fairness.

. Best practices raise the bar. Going beyond minimum
requirements, best practices reflect the habits and strategies of
skilled professionals. They improve accuracy, enhance credibility,
and prepare investigators to handle evolving challenges.

. Decision-making must be deliberate. Frameworks for ethical
decision-making help investigators pause, evaluate options, and
act responsibly—even under time pressure or client demands.

- Reputation is everything. Every choice an investigator makes
contributes to their professional identity. Upholding integrity
consistently is the surest way to build long-term trust and success.



« The profession depends on collective integrity. Each investigator’s
actions reflect not only on themselves but also on the field as a
whole. Acting ethically and professionally safeguards the
credibility of all investigators.

Looking ahead, investigators should view ethics, standards, and best
practices not as restrictions but as guiding principles that enable them
to do their work with confidence and credibility. These principles do not
limit effectiveness; rather, they ensure that effectiveness is sustainable,
defensible, and worthy of respect.

In closing, remember this: an investigator’s most valuable asset is trust.
Trust is earned by adhering to ethics, meeting professional standards,
and applying best practices consistently. Cases may come and go, clients
may change, and tools may evolve, but integrity endures. It is the
anchor that keeps investigative work aligned with both justice and
professionalism.



Texas Administrative Code — Title 37, Chapter 35

Section 4: TAC Chapter 35 — Administrative Requirements

e Responsibilities of licensees

Licensed private investigators in Texas are held to strict standards under Chapter 1702
and Texas Administrative Code Chapter 35. These rules outline what investigators must
do to remain in compliance with state law while conducting investigative work.

o Display of licenses and IDs

Under Texas Administrative Code Chapter 35, all licensed private investigators are
required to carry and present valid identification while performing investigative work.
Key requirements include: ‘

e Registration/ID Card: Every investigator must carry their TDLR-issued pocket card (also
known as a registration card) while on duty. This proves they are authorized to perform -
investigations under a licensed agency.

e Presentation on Request: Investigators must present their pocket card upon request by
law enforcement or a regulatory official. Refusing to present ID can be grounds for
disciplinary action.

e No Impersonation: Investigators are prohibited from displaying any badge, ID, or
credential that resembles law enforcement or any other official government agency.

Proper display of credentials ensures transparency, protects the public, and keeps the
investigator in legal compliance.

e Changes in business structure or address

While agency owners are primarily responsible for managing business licenses, all
licensed private investigators must be aware of the rules regarding changes in business
structure or address, as they can directly affect an investigator’s legal ability to work.
Under Texas Administrative Code §35.21, the following must be reported to the Texas
Department of Public Safety (DPS) Private Security Program:

e Change of agency address (physical or mailing) :

e Change in ownership, management, or company structure (for agency license
holders) .

¢ Change in the investigator’s personal address or contact information

e Termination or new employment (individual investigators must be properly
registered under the correct agency license)



All changes must be reported within 14 days of the effective date. Failure to notify DPS
can result in administrative penalties, suspension of registration, or denial of renewal.
Investigators should always ensure their information is current with both their employer
and the state to avoid working in violation of their license.

o Fingerprinting and background checks

All individuals seeking to become licensed or registered as private investigators in Texas
must undergo fingerprinting and a criminal background check as part of the state’s
vetting process.

Initial Licensing/Registration:

e Before an individual can be approved by the Texas Department of Public Safety
(DPS), they must submit digital fingerprints through an approved vendor
(typically IdentoGO).

e These fingerprints are used for a state and FBI background check to ensure the
applicant does not have a disqualifying criminal history.

Renewals & Updates:
e While fingerprinting is not typically repeated at every renewal, criminal
background monitoring continues throughout the license period.
o If aninvestigator is arrested or convicted after initial licensing, they must report
it to DPS, and their license may be reviewed or suspended.
Disqualifying Offenses:
e Felony convictions, certain misdemeanors involving moral turpitude, and
some pending charges may result in denial or revocation of a license or

registration.

Fingerprinting is a key part of ensuring that only qualified and trustworthy individuals
are authorized to work in sensitive investigative roles.

Section 5: Conduct Standards & Ethics

o False representation and fraud

Under Chapter 1702 of the Texas Occupations Code and TAC Chapter 35, licensed private
investigators are strictly prohibited from engaging in false representation, fraud, or
deceptive practices while performing their duties.



This includes:

e Impersonating law enforcement or any government official

o Using badges, uniforms, or vehicles that suggest you are a police officer

e Providing false information in written reports, testimony, or communications
with clients

o Falsifying records or investigative findings

o Misleading advertising or falsely claiming credentials, licenses, or services

Engaging in fraud or misrepresentation can result in license suspension or revocation,
civil liability, and even criminal charges.

Private investigators are expected to operate with the highest level of integrity,
maintaining public trust and client confidence through truthful, lawful conduct at all
times.

Rules regarding uniforms, badges, and deceptive behavior

Under Texas Administrative Code Chapter 35, licensed private investigators must never
misrepresent themselves as law enforcement or government officials. This includes strict
regulations on how they dress, identify themselves, and represent their agency.

Prohibited Conduct:

e Wearing badges, insignias, or uniforms that resemble police or sheriff’s
departments

e Using vehicles with emergency-style lighting, decals, or wording that could
confuse the public

e Presenting business cards or identification that imply you are a peace officer

e Engaging in behavior that causes others to believe you have arrest powers or
government authority

What'’s Allowed:

o Plain business attire or tactical wear clearly labeled with the private agency
name
e Display of the TDLR-issued registration card upon request
e Clear communication of your role as a licensed private investigator, not law
enforcement '
Violating these rules can result in disciplinary action, including fines, suspension, or
revocation of your license. These laws are designed to protect the public and preserve
the credibility of the private investigation industry.

Recordkeeping and confidentiality standards



Under the Texas Occupations Code Chapter 1702 and TAC Title 37, Part 1, Chapter 35,
licensed private investigators are legally required to maintain proper records and uphold
strict confidentiality standards in the performance of their duties.

Recordkeeping Requirements:

e Investigative agencies must maintain accurate and complete records of all
investigative activities, including:
o Client contracts
o Case notes and reports
o Invoices and billing
o Evidence logs and photographs
e Records must be kept for a minimum of two years, or longer if required by
specific case laws or contracts.
e These records must be readily available for inspection by the Texas
Department of Public Safety (DPS) upon request.

Confidentiality Standards:

e All information obtained during the course of an investigation is considered
privileged and confidential.
e Investigators must not disclose case details to unauthorized parties, including
friends, family, or other clients.
e Disclosure is only permitted:
o With written consent from the client
o If required by subpoena or court order
o When cooperating with law enforcement within legal bounds

Violations of these rules may result in disciplinary action, including fines, suspension, or
revocation of license, and can expose the investigator to civil liability for breaches of
privacy.

Section 6: Enforcement, Complaints & Disciplinary Action

e Common violations and penalties

Private investigators licensed under Texas Occupations Code Chapter 1702 and TAC
Chapter 35 are expected to follow strict rules of conduct and compliance. Violating these
regulations can result in serious consequences, including fines, suspension, license
revocation, or criminal prosecution.

Common Violations:



e Operating without a valid license or registration

e Performing investigative work outside the scope of your license
e Failing to maintain required records or confidentiality

e Carrying a firearm without proper Level Il authorization

e Misrepresenting yourself as law enforcement

e Failing to display or provide identification when required

e Not reporting changes in business structure or address

e Using deceptive or misleading advertising

e Employing unlicensed individuals

Penalties May Include:

o Administrative fines (often ranging from $100 to $5,000 per offense)

e Suspension or revocation of license or registration

e Cease-and-desist orders issued by DPS

o Civil liability for privacy violations or negligence

o Criminal charges for impersonation, fraud, or illegal firearm possession

Maintaining compliance with the law is not just a regulatory requirement—it's essential
for preserving professional integrity, client trust, and public safety.

How DPS handles complaints and investigations

The Texas Department of Public Safety (DPS) Private Security Program is responsible for
receiving, reviewing, and investigating complaints involving licensed private investigators
and security professionals.

How Complaints Are Filed:

o Anyone (clients, the public, or other licensees) may file a complaint through the
DPS website or by mail.
e Complaints must include specific details, such as:

o Name and license number of the Pl or company
o Description of the alleged violation
o Supporting evidence, if available

DPS Investigation Process:

1. Initial Review: DPS reviews the complaint to determine if it falls under their
jurisdiction.

2. Fact-Finding: Investigators may request documents, conduct interviews, and
review business practices.



3. Notification: The subject of the complaint is notified and given an opportunity to
respond.
4. Findings: DPS evaluates whether a violation of Chapter 1702 or TAC 35 occurred.

Possible Outcomes:

e No violation found — the case is closed.

e Minor violations — may result in warnings or administrative penalties.

e Serious or repeat violations — can lead to fines, suspension, revocation of
license, or referral to law enforcement for criminal prosecution.

DPS investigations are confidential during the review process, but final disciplinary
actions may become public record. This system helps ensure accountability and
professionalism within the private security and investigation industry.

Real disciplinary case examples

Understanding how the law is enforced helps private investigators avoid costly mistakes.
Here are three example cases illustrating common violations and the penalties imposed
by the Texas Department of Public Safety (DPS):

Case 1: Unlicensed Activity

Situation:
A former police officer began taking on private investigation work without applying for a
license, believing his law enforcement experience exempted him.
Violation:
Operating as a private investigator without a valid DPS license.
Outcome:
e Cease and desist order issued
e 52,500 administrative fine
o Required to apply for a license and complete training before resuming work

Case 2: Improper Recordkeeping & Failure to Cooperate

Situation:
A licensed Pl agency failed to maintain accurate case records and.did not respond to
DPS’s request for documentation during an audit.
Violation: .
Failure to maintain records and non-compliance with a DPS investigation.
Outcome:
e 51,000 fine
e 30-day license suspension



e Required to implement a corrective action plan for recordkeeping practices
How to self-audit and stay compliant

Compliance with the Texas Occupations Code Chapter 1702 and Texas Administrative
Code Chapter 35 is not a one-time task—it’s an ongoing responsibility. Conducting
regular self-audits helps private investigators and their employers stay on the right side
of the law and avoid disciplinary action.

Steps to Self-Audit:

1. License & Registration Review
o Confirm all personal and agency licenses are active, current, and
properly categorized
o Ensure employees and subcontractors hold appropriate registrations
and are listed with DPS
2. Documentation & Recordkeeping
o Verify you’re maintaining accurate records of all investigations,
including contracts, reports, billing, and client communications
o Store records securely and for at least 2 years, or as legally required
3. Firearm Compliance
o If carrying a firearm on duty, make sure you have a valid Level Il|
(Commissioned Security Officer) license
o Maintain annual requalification and updated firearms training records
4. Identification & Advertising
o Display your TDLR-issued registration card while on duty
o Ensure all business cards, websites, and ads do not imply law
enforcement authority
5. Company Information
o Immediately report any changes to ownership, business address,
officers, or structure to DPS
o Keep agency contact information and personnel records up to date
6. Ethics & Confidentiality
o Review confidentiality policies and ensure no client or case
information is shared improperly
o Use consent forms for disclosure when necessary

Helpful Tools:
e Use DPS’s online licensing portal to verify status and update info

e Create a compliance checklist and review it monthly or quarterly
e Attend continuing education and refresher courses on Texas Pl laws and ethics



Ethics Scenarios in Cold Case Investigations
Scenario 1 — Media & Publicity
You are working on a 25-year-old homicide cold case. A popular true-
crime podcast wants to feature the case in an upcoming series. The
producer asks you to share previously unreleased evidence and details
about the original suspects to “make the story more compelling.” The
victim’s family is enthusiastic, believing publicity might generate new
leads, but you worry sensitive details could compromise potential re-
interviews or alert a dormant suspect.
Discussion Questions:
1. Should you agree to provide unreleased evidence to the podcast
team? Why or why not?
2. How do you balance the family’s desire for publicity with your
duty to protect the integrity of the investigation?
3. What ethical guidelines should control how investigators interact
with media?

Scenario 2 — Family Advocacy vs. Investigative Integrity
The family of a missing person has hired you to review their loved one’s
cold case. They have strong suspicions about a former neighbor and
pressure you to focus only on that individual. During your review,
however, you find that the original file had overlooked another
potential suspect entirely. The family insists that if you pursue the
“wrong person,” they will replace you with another investigator who
will target the neighbor.
Discussion Questions:
1. How do you ethically handle the family’s request while
maintaining objectivity in the investigation?
2. What responsibilities do you have to the truth, versus the
expectations of your client? _
3. How do you communicate investigative boundaries without
alienating the family’s advocacy?



Scenario 3 - Forensic Evidence & Re-Investigation
While re-examining a cold case, you discover that a small sample of
DNA evidence exists from the crime scene. Modern testing could
potentially identify the perpetrator, but the sample is so limited that it
may be consumed entirely in testing, leaving nothing for independent
re-analysis if the case goes to trial. Law enforcement is undecided about
authorizing the test, and the family is desperate for answers.
Discussion Questions:
1. Should the evidence be tested immediately, even at the risk of
losing the sample?
2. How do you weigh the pursuit of truth against the possibility of
weakening a future prosecution?
3. What ethical considerations must guide decisions involving
irreversible evidence testing?



TEST QUESTIONS (PLEASE INCLUDE ETHICS ANSWERS)

Which of the following best defines a “cold case”?

A. Any unsolved case within the last six months

B. A case with no suspects ever identified

C. An unsolved case that has gone inactive due to lack of leads
D. A case involving only homicide

Why do cold cases matter to investigators and communities?
A. They provide training opportunities

B. They represent justice delayed for victims and families

C. They always involve high-profile criminals

D. They reduce crime statistics

Which is NOT a common reason cases go cold?
A. Witnesses refusing to cooperate

B. Lack of forensic technology at the time

C. Immediate arrest of a suspect

D. Limited investigative resources

A cold case differs from an “unsolved case” primarily because:
A. Cold cases are older and inactive

B. Cold cases involve only murder

C. Unsolved cases are always closed permanently

D. Cold cases have no evidence

Which type of crime is most commonly associated with cold case investigations?
A. Burglary

B. Homicide

C. White-collar fraud

D. Arson-for-profit

The first step when reviewing a cold case file is to:
A. Call the victim’s family

B. Reconstruct the timeline of events

C. Notify the media

D. Close out old reports

Reviewing old evidence is important because:

A. It may now be testable with modern forensic science
B. It saves space in evidence storage ‘

C. It guarantees immediate arrest

D. It eliminates paperwork



8.

10.

11.

12.

13,

14.

Which of the following might indicate weaknesses in the original investigation?
A. Multiple suspects interviewed

B. Evidence collected but never tested

C. Timeline constructed accurately

D. Witnesses followed up repeatedly

Why should investigators chart the case timeline during review?
A. To simplify writing media press releases

B. To identify missing or conflicting events

C. To reduce the workload of the review team

D. To avoid witness re-interviews

Which is a likely benefit of reconstructing the case file?
A. Creating new suspects or motives

B. Closing the case permanently

C. Reducing documentation requirements

D. Avoiding witness involvement

One major challenge when interviewing witnesses years later is:
A. Clearer memory recall

B. Memory decay or distortion

C. Increased cooperation

D. Easier suspect identification

Families of victims often:

A. Obstruct investigations

B. Provide advocacy and persistence in seeking justice
C. Serve as official investigators

D. Avoid involvement in cases

Why should investigators approach victim families with sensitivity?
A. Families may influence jury decisions

B. Families are emotionally vulnerable and seeking closure

C. Families control the investigation budget

D. Families can replace missing evidence

Witness re-interviews may be valuable because:

A. Witnesses always recall more accurately over time

B. Circumstances may have changed, leading to new disclosures
C. Witnesses typically retract prior statements

D. They eliminate the need for forensics
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Which of the following is NOT a recommended strategy with witnesses?
A. Documenting conversations carefully

B. Using patience and professionalism

C. Respecting their current life circumstances

D. Pressuring them with threats to talk

DNA evidence has revolutionized cold case work because:

A. It is always perfectly preserved

B. It allows old samples to be re-tested with modern accuracy
C. It makes interviews unnecessary

D. It can only be tested once

Which of the following is a recent tool for solving cold cases?
A. Genealogical DNA databases

B. Typewriter analysis

C. Polaroid photo enhancement

D. Carbon paper imprint tests

Why is fingerprint analysis stronger today than decades ago?

A. Automated databases allow national and international comparisons
B. Fewer fingerprints exist

C. Investigators now collect fewer samples

D. Itis no longer admissible in court

Chain of custody is critical in cold case forensics because:
A. It helps create publicity

B. It ensures evidence remains legally admissible

C. It allows evidence to be destroyed

D. It reduces laboratory workload

Which of the following is a risk of modern forensic re-testing?
A. Complete case resolution

B. Sample degradation or consumption during testing

C. Generating too many accurate matches

D. Eliminating suspects too quickly

The primary goal of re-investigating a cold case is:

A. To repeat the original investigation

B. To apply modern techniques and pursue overlooked leads
C. To generate publicity only

D. To close the case quickly
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A re-investigation plan should:

A. Be identical to the original plan

B. Focus only on media involvement

C. Include new objectives and prioritized tasks
D. Avoid using new forensic tools

Why is flexibility important in re-investigation?

A. Leads may develop slowly and evidence may not cooperate
B. Investigators should abandon planning altogether

C. It avoids documenting investigative steps

D. It ensures cases remain permanently unsolved

Collaboration with outside experts can help because:

A. They may provide specialized skills or advanced technology
B. They always provide free services

C. They eliminate the need for law enforcement

D. They guarantee a conviction

Which of the following is NOT part of effective re-investigation?
A. Re-examining evidence

B. Revisiting witnesses

C. Applying new science

D. Ignoring advocacy groups

One potential benefit of media coverage is:
A. Generating new public tips and leads

B. Eliminating the need for forensic analysis
C. Guaranteeing immediate arrests

D. Replacing the role of investigators

Which of the following is a potential risk of media involvement?
A. Increasing community awareness

B. Alerting suspects prematurely

C. Humanizing the victim

D. Encouraging witnesses to share information

Advocacy groups are often helpful because:

A. They fund and promote ongoing attention to cold cases
B. They always conduct formal investigations

C. They replace law enforcement agencies

D. They suppress victim stories
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30.

When working with media, investigators should:

A. Avoid releasing sensitive details that could compromise the case
B. Share every fact immediately to maintain transparency

C. Allow families to write police statements

D. Ignore community response

Public campaigns are most effective when:

A. They provide clear ways for people to submit tips
B. They focus only on retelling the victim’s story

C. They avoid asking for community involvement

D. They promise immediate resolution

(Please submit Ethics and test answers via email @
monroe@texasinvestigatorinstitute.com)

Certificate will be emailed upon receipt of answers.
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