
Quality Management Survey  

Background 

Forensic science should be considered as a continuum from detection, recognition 
and collection of traces, through triage, analysis, interpretation and reporting.  Constantly 
feeding into the continuum from a quality management perspective are cognitive 
competences such as critical thinking, logic, informed judgement, and hypothesis 
formulation and testing and practical competences such as science training, technical 
knowledge, mathematical and statistical ability and written and verbal communication skills. 
All elements must have a strong foundation in science. 

It is within this context that this survey on the status of quality management in 
forensic science was developed with specific reference to the use of the standard ISO 17025 
(and ISO 17020). 

We would very much appreciate your participation in the survey. 

Survey Themes 

The themes to be examined in the survey are: 

• Fitness for purpose of ISO 17025 and ISO 17020 

• Competence 

• Education and training 

Fitness for Purpose 

It is relevant to recall that the IS017025 was not developed for the forensic domain. 
As from the mid-1980s, the systematic approach to quality management in forensic 
laboratories was given increased focus. However, a specific forensic science standard was 
not in place and developing one was not seriously considered. Instead, connection was 
sought with existing, internationally accepted standards. The outcome was that IS017025 
was seen as being most promising for this purpose. This standard had the advantage of 
being focused on laboratories. But a disadvantage was the concept of the processes: in most 
laboratories these are deviant from the processes in a forensic laboratory. It could be 
argued that the analysis phase of forensic science is standardised but the ‘inputs and 
outputs’ are not. 

Fitness for purpose is challenged because the central element of forensic science 
(input), the trace, is anything but uniform and the forensic science findings (output) are 
revisable approximations about the past event. Fitness for purpose is further challenged by 
forensic science's expanding role in areas such as forensic intelligence and rapidly evolving 
areas such as digital forensic science. Overall, current QM models increasingly struggle with 
the complexity of the whole forensic science process. 

Competence 

Clause 6.2 and sub-clauses 6.2.2, 6.2.3 and 6.2.5 of ISO17025 relate to competence: 

• 6.2.2 The laboratory shall document the competence requirements for each function 
influencing the results of laboratory activities, including requirements for education, 
qualification, training, technical knowledge, skills and experience. 



• 6.2.3 The laboratory shall ensure that the personnel have the competence to perform 
laboratory activities 

• 6.2.5 The laboratory shall have procedure(s) and retain records for: a) determining 
the competence requirements; b) selection of personnel; c) training of personnel; d) 
supervision of personnel; e) authorization of personnel; f) monitoring competence of 
personnel. 

Competences required for forensic scientists relate to both cognitive (Figure 1) and 
practical (Figure 2) activities. It is essential that the competences for each form of activity 
are identified and assessed as part of the quality management process. However, they are 
poorly expressed and non-uniform. In reality, there appears to be lack of agreement in 
relation to the core competences required, and against which the standard is assessed. Of 
the four pillars of ISO 17025 (Management/organisation; Personnel/competences; 
Equipment and Technology/ (validated methods)) this survey is focused primarily on pillar 2 
– Competences. 
 

 

 

 

 

 
Figure 1: Cognitive Competences 
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Figure 2: Practical Competences 

Education and Training 

Globally, education and training for forensic scientists is not uniform or 
homogenous. Most programs have developed organically from specialised technical 
competences available within each institution instead of being based on universal or at least 
well accepted forensic science principles and theories. Forensic science education and 
training comes in many different forms ranging from unstructured in-house training to 
formal tertiary qualifications and outcomes are inconsistent. In addition many (the 
majority?) of forensic scientists are recruited from courses other than those badged as 
forensic science. 

 

Thank you for your participation. 

Wim Neuteboom, Alastair Ross, Lyndal Bugeja, Sheila Willis, Claude Roux and Kevin Lothridge. 
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