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Most forensic science laboratories throughout the United States routinely 
experience a backlog of unanalyzed evidence associated with crime events. 
Because of case backlogs the courts are dismissing criminal cases, prosecutions 
are routinely delayed, unidentified criminals continue to walk the streets, and 
individuals innocent of a crime continue to be incarcerated for extended periods 
of time waiting for analyses to be completed. As a result it is important for 
forensic laboratory management to have a mechanism in place to assess and 
demonstrate the need for increased levels of staffing to complete testing of 
forensic evidence in a timely manner, and to recognize and intervene in 
personnel productivity/performance based matters. Therefore, it is imperative 
that benchmarks exist to demonstrate the need for hiring additional analytical 
staff and to support and address personnel performance related matters. To 
determine whether general industry standards currently exist within the forensic 
science community that measure productivity/performance, or whether the 
community needs to begin to work toward establishing standards, a 
questionnaire was distributed to sixty-five (65) Forensic Laboratory Directors 
throughout the United States and Canada. The questionnaire asked what, if any, 
types of performance measures/indicators were utilized in the forensic 
laboratories surveyed. Responses were received from thirty-four (34) 
laboratories. Sixteen (16) laboratories do not utilize any type of performance 
measures, six (6) laboratories utilize a section/group type performance measure, 
and twelve (12) laboratories use an individual examiner type performance 
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Category 2:  Section/Group Method 
Performance Measures Utilized  

Summary of  Responses : 
 
1. Thus far efforts have been made to avoid the use of any type of expectations; 

each case is different. Therefore, expectation cannot be placed on casework. 
In addition, such  measures can lead to errors or the staff using shortcuts.  
 

2. The examiners within a section are compared to each other. If an examiner’s 
output is below the others, then the matter is handled by the supervisor as a 
performance issue and is addressed in the examiner's annual review.  
 

3. Because the examiners are required to analyze every item submitted in a case 
and because each case is different, no quotas have be utilized by the 
laboratory.  
 

4. No performance goals have been established. It is the responsibly of the 
section supervisor to recognize performance issues and to handle those on an 
individual basis.  
 

5. The laboratory uses a team approach. Therefore each individual has a 
different responsibility and it is not possible to compare one person to 
another or to establish a minimum expectations. 
 

6. It is the responsibly of the supervisor to monitor the staff and to be aware of 
the types of cases and other duties the examiner is completing. The 
supervisor considers this information when completing the individual's 
evaluation.   
 

7. As a rule of thumb, if an individual's case output is more than 10% below the 
section average, the individual will receive a below expectation rating on 
their annual evaluation.  

Turnaround Time Ranges  

Discipline  Days  

AFIS 45 
Forensic Biology (Screening and DNA) 89 - 111  
Digital  & Multimedia  70 - 85  
Mitochondrial DNA  246 -333 
Drug Chemistry  15 -35  
Crime Scene 21 -30  
Firearms & Toolmarks  40-80  
Latent Prints 45- 60  
Toxicology (DUI/DUID) 40 -73  
Post Mortem  15-90 
Trace Evidence  51 -115  
Questioned Documents  34 

Note: Represents the range of data reported by 8 laboratories 

Discipline Ranges  
Discipline  Case Analyses/Month  

AFIS 50-75  
Latent Prints 7 – 29  
Impressions   13 

Serology   8 -20 or  
35 -100 items/month  

DNA (casework)  4 -12 or  
30 -87 samples/month   

DNA (data bank)  125 -150 samples/month  
Mitochondrial DNA  2-4 
Digital  & Multimedia  4-10 
Drug Chemistry 60 - 100 
Drugs (Illicit Labs)   80 Samples  
Crime Scene 4 
Firearms & Toolmarks  6 -18 or 40 items  
Toxicology (blood, urine and tissue) 
– DUI/DUID  

43 -65 
30 Cases  + 30 Reviews  

Blood Alcohols 100 -120 
Urine Analysis   70 
Trace Evidence  4 – 8  
Questioned Documents   12 

Note: Represents the range of data reported by 16 laboratories 

Summary of Responses: 
 
1. The  laboratory uses a 6 week turnaround time expectation in all 

sections for casework.  This is the performance measure that has been 
established for  evaluating the  individual examiner staff during their 
semi and annual performance reviews.  
 

2. Established expectations are set for the examiners by section. These 
measures are used during the annual evaluation cycle. If an examiner 
does not meet the  expectation it is the responsibility of the supervisor 
to determine why and to determine if there were other factors that 
affected their ability to meet the established goal.  The expectations are 
also used to support the need for additional examiners if the number of 
incoming case submissions is greater than the capacity of the 
examiners to complete in a timely manner. 
 

3. Our agency primarily performs  Latent Print Analysis. An examiner is 
expected to complete a case within 60 days from time of receipt. If an 
examiner routinely completes their cases within 45 days, the examiner 
will receive an outstanding rating on their evaluation.  
 

4. General productivity goals are used by the laboratory management and 
are included in the analyst’s Job/Performance Expectations.  The 
Performance Expectations are used as a guide by supervisors when 
completing the employee’s annual performance review. An examiner 
can be rated as Outstanding, Commendable, Satisfactory, Needs 
Improvement or Unsatisfactory based upon the number of cases 
completed, as well as including other factors throughout the evaluation 
year.  
 

5. The “minimum standards” used by the laboratory for each discipline 
were derived by each Section Supervisor. The values that are currently 
used are associated with the case productivity of all of the examiners in 
a section averaged over a three year period.  

Background 
Case backlogs and demands on the nation’s forensic laboratories and their staff 
continue to increase. As an industry it is imperative that we do a better job of 
establishing performance metrics to support the need for staffing and measures 
to ensure consistent handling of performance related matters. This preliminary 
study was conducted to determine if the general forensic science community has 
measures in place and ultimately if the community is able to demonstrate when 
additional staffing is needed. Based upon the responses to the questionnaire, the 
information provided was placed into one of the following three categories:  

Point of Consideration  

Summary of Responses: 
 
1. Management is primarily concerned with the overall turnaround time of a 

case. Therefore turnaround time of the average cases by section is utilized as 
a measure of performance versus individual performance measures. 
 

2. The  DNA Laboratory does not have individual case expectations since the 
section operates in an assembly line fashion. Therefore, the overall 
turnaround time of the section is the measure that is considered by 
management.  
 

3. It is not possible to have an individual case completion expectation since 
each case is different and has different circumstances. Therefore, the sections 
as a whole are considered and the overall turnaround time is what is 
measured not the individual examiner. 
 

4. Because multiple individuals are involved in the analysis of a case, the 
laboratory does not use individual units of measure, but instead uses 
performance indicators, such as:  

 
           - Samples Completed (by person and unit)                - Turnaround Time  
           - Technical  and Administrative Review Times         - No. of Cases Unassigned 
           - No. of Samples In Laboratory                                 - No. of Samples Out of Laboratory 
           - No. of Samples Stopped and Reworked                  - No. of Amended Reports 

Alabama Dept of Forensic Science  
Arkansas State Crime Laboratory 
Baltimore County Police Department 
Bode Technology Group 
Boston Police Department  
Broward County Sheriff’s Office - Fort Lauderdale, Florida  
Delaware OCME & Forensic Laboratory 
Erie County Central Police Services - Buffalo, New York 
Florida Department of Law Enforcement   
Idaho State Police Forensic Laboratory 
Indian River Crime Laboratory -Fort Pierce, Florida   
Indianapolis-Marion County Forensic Services Agency 
Lake County Crime Laboratory - Painesville, Ohio 
Las Vegas Metro Police Department  
Maryland State Police Forensic Laboratory  
Miami –Dade Police Department 
Nebraska State Patrol Crime Laboratory 
New Hampshire State Police  
New Jersey Technology Center   
New York City Office of the Chief Medical Examiner 
Oakland County Sheriff's Office –Pontiac, Michigan  
Ohio Bureau of Criminal Investigation 
Palm Beach Sheriff’s Office Crime Laboratory - W. Palm Beach, Florida   
Pasadena Police Department Regional Crime Laboratory 
Pennsylvania State Police 
Phoenix Police Department  
Pinellas County Forensic Laboratory – Largo, Florida  
Rhode Island State Crime Laboratory  
Secret Services Division – Dept of Homeland Security   
Sorenson Forensics - Salt Lake City, Utah 
St. Louis Metropolitan Police Department Crime Laboratory 
Ventura County Sheriff’s Office  
Virginia Department of Forensic Science   
Washoe County Sheriff’s Office - Reno, Nevada  

If a laboratory does not utilize any form of a metric to assess performance or 
operates in a group/section approach measure: 
 
1. How does the laboratory ensure that everyone is evaluated and treated 

consistently during the annual performance review?  
 

2. If a staff member files a grievance associated with a performance matter, 
how does the agency’s Human Resources Section or management 
demonstrate that the staff member did not meet the minimum 
requirement?  
 

3. What mechanism is used to demonstrate and justify the need for 
additional staff? 
 

4. In a group approach how does management ensure that each member of 
the team is performing up to the expectation and that others are not 
required to do more work to meet the goal?  
 

The preliminary information gathered from this study has demonstrated that 
the forensic science industry in the United States and Canada does not have a 
consistent method of assessing productivity/performance of its forensic 
scientist/examiner/support staff. The current methods utilized vary from no 
productivity/performance measures to very specific number-based measures 
for assessing the analytical staff and for the purposes of justifying the need for 
additional staff.  

The information gathered during this study has shed light on the processes used 
to assess productivity in some of the forensic science laboratories throughout the 
United States and Canada. However, because of the small pool of participants 
and the limited information that was gathered, there is a need for further research 
and discussion on this topic prior to determining if there is a common approach 
that can be utilized to establish reasonable expectations or guidance for assessing 
productivity.  
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