
 
 

 

 

Facial Comparison Methods Reviewed 

According to FISWG (Facial Identification Scientific Working Group) there are currently 4 methods of 

comparison: 

- Holistic 

- Photo-anthropometric 

- Super-imposition 

- Morphological analysis 

Holistic 
Comparison of all facial features simultaneously and compared to another face or image of a face. The examiner 

can usually not explain reasoning behind conclusions reached so method is of limited forensic value.  

FISWG Recommendation 

Limited use, only when operational conditions preclude the use of other methods due to low and variable 

accuracy rates. 

Conclusion 
 

  Holistic comparison should NEVER be used for forensic facial comparison   

 

Photo-anthropometric 
(As used in “Facial Mapping” software) 

Derived from facial anthropometry (the study of facial measurements of individuals using tissue landmarks and 

bone structure). Photo-anthropometry is the measurement of dimensions and angles of landmarks and other 

facial features to quantify characteristics and proportions. “Facial-mapping” software makes use of algorithms 

based on this system. 

FISWG Recommendation 

As forensic evidence is often from uncontrolled conditions (e.g CCTV), it is impossible to define a boundary of 

similarity in measurements to support conclusions of identification or exclusion. Studies show that this method 

has limited discriminating power and is unreliable for both identification and exclusion purposes. The lack of a 

photogrammetric scale also dictates the use of proportions rather than absolute measurements. Any loss of 

image quality through blurring, compression or lens distortion reduces the ability to identify specific landmarks, 

reducing the accuracy of measurements.  It should be used as neither an independent comparison method or in 

conjunction with any other method for forensic facial comparison. 

Conclusion 

Photo-anthropometric comparison should NEVER be used for forensic facial comparison 



 
 

 

 

 

Super-Imposition 
The alignment of images with one another by creating an overlay using imaging software to make visual 

comparisons.  

FISWG Recommendation 

To perform super-imposition the images would ideally be from the same viewpoint and only rotate and scale 

may be used as these functions maintain the spatial distribution. As the viewpoint of images obtained for 

forensic purposes is often decided for the examiner by the Police photographer, it is often difficult to recreate 

the viewing point of a CCTV system. For this reason, this method is of limited use.  

Conclusion 

ONLY to be used in conjunction with Morphological Analysis. 

 

Morphological Analysis 
Systematic method in which a list of facial features are described and compared. A feature list is used for every 

examination so the process is replicable. Conclusions are based on the subjective assessment and interpretation 

of observations.  

List features may include: Skin, Face/Head Outline, Forehead, Eyebrows, Eyes, Cheeks, Scars 

Feature analysis is always conducted on the lower quality image (often this will be CCTV evidence) to minimise 

any biases that may occur subconsciously if the higher quality image (often a mug shot) were to be viewed first. 

Features are then described within 3 distinct subsets (Global, local and unique) before the same process is 

followed on the higher quality image. Discord or agreement is then determined through comparison of the 

feature list descriptions.  

Results are verified through technical peer review.  

There is no current probabilistic standard model so results are reported from a descriptive scale.   

FISWG Recommendation 

Morphological Analysis by trained individuals should be the primary method of facial comparison.  

Conclusion  

   Should be the PRIMARY METHOD of facial comparison 

 

 

 

 



 
 

Overall Conclusions 
 

The goal of any forensic investigation should be to minimize all subjective human biases while at the same time 

using tested methods which have proven to be repeatable and reliable. To do this error rates must be kept to a 

minimum and standard operating procedures followed. Software can often help us in both these areas but if the 

system used by the software is flawed for a certain application, it can do more harm than good.  

Based on recommendations from the Facial Identification Scientific Working Group, who have performed 

extensive research on the subject, we practice the most scientific examination available. Although software may 

eventually surpass the recommended morphological methodology, at this time it is too unreliable due to the 

naturally restrictive conditions of forensic casework images acquired from CCTV systems and other 

surveillance cameras.  

 

General limitations of facial-comparison methods 
- Repeatability and conclusions are related directly to the quality of the images involved. The lower the 

image quality, the weaker the conclusion that can be drawn.  

- Extended time periods between images can diminish the strength of the conclusions due to 

morphological changes from ageing.  

- As facial comparison is subjective, the level of understanding of the examiner is directly proportional 

to the accuracy of the conclusions drawn.  
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