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More recently, the use of “fingerprinting” 
has been extended to nonliving items. The 
National Integrated Ballistic Information 
Network (NIBIN) is one example of relatively 
recent forensics progress that is based on “fin-
gerprints” from shell casings. Since the 1990s, 
NIBIN, administered by the Bureau of Alcohol, 
Tobacco, Firearms and Explosives, has been 
linking shell casings, guns used in crimes, and 
scenes of crimes. This linking is accomplished 
using automatic imagining systems that iden-
tify the unique characteristics found on shell 
casings. Once imaged, data from each shell cas-
ing are entered into the Integrated Ballistic 
Identification System (Figure 14.4). Using 
these data, analysts can then identify any other 
crime scenes in which the firearm was used 
within or across jurisdictions. Before NIBIN, 
firearms examiners had to do this work manually, which was both time-consuming and 
labor-intensive. Evidence gathered in the NIBIN program has facilitated the conviction and 
incarceration of armed violent criminals. Further, NIBIN evidence has linked crime scenes 
that were not recognized as being related. This technology has solved several crimes that 
may have gone cold in the past.

CSI EFFECT
The presentation of crime in the media has resulted in the CSI effect. While this term 

has a variety of related meanings, it generally refers to the distorted understanding held by 
the public of the role of forensic science in the criminal justice system. One example of the 
CSI effect is the public’s perception that all crime scenes are littered with forensic evidence 
and that all of that evidence must be gathered—no matter how minor the crime. In reality, 
DNA, fingerprint, and other evidence is not available at all crime scenes. Regardless, the CSI 

Figure 14.4  n  National Integrated Ballistic Information Sites

Many are concerned about the use of NIBIN technology. They fear it may lead to the required registration 
of all firearms. Would such registration of all firearms be a problem if that information solved crimes? If 
you were a policymaker, would you run on a registration platform, or would you be opposed to providing 
this information to the criminal justice system? Why or why not?

Source: U.S. Department of Justice, Bureau of Alcohol, Tobacco, Firearms and Explosives. NIBIN Interactive Map. Map data © 
2014 Google.

The CSI effect has resulted in some unforeseen consequences in the 

criminal justice system. What would you do as a policymaker to minimize 

the CSI effect? Is it possible to neutralize it? Why or why not?
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National Integrated 
Ballistic Information 

Network: A system 
administered by the 

Bureau of Alcohol, Tobacco, 
Firearms and Explosives 
that links shell casings, 

guns used in crimes, 
and scenes of crimes.

Integrated Ballistic 
Identification System: 
The computer database 

that houses “fingerprints” 
for shell casings in 
the United States.

CSI effect: Distorted 
understanding held by 

the public of the role of 
forensic science in the 

criminal justice system.
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