A Review of the Reliability and Forensic Role of Bite Mark Analysis in
Suspect ldentification

Introduction

Bite mark analysis is a branch of forensic odontology that compares patterned injuries with a suspect’s dentition. For many years, courts accepted bite marks as evidence

because teeth were believed to produce unique patterns. However, current research has raised major concerns about the reliability of this technique. Human skin distorts

easily, expert interpretations can vary, and studies have questioned whether bite marks can accurately identify a single individual. Today, bite mark analysis remains highly
controversial. While bite evidence may still provide investigative value, many experts argue it should not be relied upon as definitive identification evidence [1,3].

A Wrongful Conviction — The Case of Keith Harward

1982 - Keith Harward was convicted of rape and murder in Virginia after forensic experts testified that bite marks on the victim matched his
teeth. At the time, bite mark evidence was considered highly convincing in court.

33 Years in Prison - Harward maintained his innocence for decades while serving a life sentence. The bite mark testimony became one of the
key pieces of evidence used against him.

2016 - Modern DNA testing eventually identified another man, Jerry Croft, as the true offender. Harward was officially exonerated and released
after spending over three decades imprisoned for a crime he did not commit [4].

Why This Case Matters - The Harward case became one of the most powerful examples of wrongful conviction linked to bite mark analysis. It
revealed how forensic evidence can appear scientifically certain yet still lead to devastating errors when unsupported by strong scientific
validation. This case being just one example of many such wrongful convictions.
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The Bottom Line — Is Bite Mark Analysis Reliable?

Bite mark analysis can, in certain circumstances, provide useful forensic information, particularly in helping to exclude suspects or contribute contextual insight within an
investigation. However, its ability to reliably identify a specific individual is widely regarded as scientifically uncertain.
Key limitations include the distortion of skin as a recording medium, lack of standardised interpretation criteria, and the unproven assumption that human dentition
produces unique bite patterns comparable to that of a fingerprint. These factors introduce significant subjectivity and uncertainty into analysis.
As a result, bite mark evidence is now considered most appropriate as a supporting or exclusionary tool rather than a method of positive identification and is most reliable
only when interpreted alongside stronger forms of forensic evidence such as DNA profiling [1,2].
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