
To Catch a Thief: A Beginner’s Guide to Fingerprints

Today, DNA is the gold standard for criminal evidence. But often there is no DNA at 
the scene of a crime. Then, old-fashioned fingerprint analysis may be used. A skilled 
analyst can identify an individual from a single good print because no two people 
have identical fingerprints. But you have to be able to see the prints to analyze them. 
Fingerprints are often present at a crime scene, but they may not be visible. When 
people touch objects with their fingers, they may leave behind traces of skin oils. The 
oil will show the pattern of whirls on their fingers.

Fingerprints can be found on practically any solid surface, including the human body. 
Analysts classify fingerprints into three categories according to the type of surface on 
which they are found and whether they are visible or not. 

-Fingerprints on soft surfaces (such as soap, wax, wet paint, fresh caulk, etc.) are 
likely to be three-dimensional plastic prints.

- Fingerprints on hard surfaces can be patent (visible). Visible prints are formed when blood, dirt, ink, 
paint, etc., is transferred from a finger or thumb to a surface. 

- Fingerprints on hard surfaces can also be latent (invisible). Invisible prints can be found on a wide 
variety of surfaces, such as paper, cloth or wood, metal, glass or plastic

Patent (visible) prints are collected using a fairly straightforward 
method: photography. These prints are photographed in high 
resolution with a forensic measurement scale in the image for 
reference. Investigators can improve the quality of the images by using 
low-angle or alternate light sources and/or certain chemicals or dyes 
during photography, but this is usually not necessary.

One of the most common methods for discovering and collecting latent 
(insivible) fingerprints is by dusting a smooth or nonporous surface with 
fingerprint powder (black granular, aluminum flake, black magnetic, etc.). If 
any prints appear, they are photographed as mentioned above and then 
lifted from the surface with clear adhesive tape. The lifting tape is then 
placed on a latent lift card to preserve the print.

It is becoming more common for investigators to examine any likely 
surfaces (doors, doorknobs, windows, railings, etc.) with an alternate light 
source. These are laser or LED devices that emit a particular wavelength, 
or spectrum, of light. Some devices have different filters to provide a 
variety of spectra that can be photographed. For example, investigators 
may use a blue light with an orange filter to find latent prints on desks, 
chairs, computer equipment or other objects at the scene of a break-in.
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