How to Investigate Cold Cases from Home
by Dustin Terry of TheColdCases.com

__ Introduction

Every unsolved case tells two stories: one of tragedy, and one of silence. When a criminal case
goes cold, it means time has passed, leads have dried up, and investigators—often
overwhelmed with new cases—are forced to shelve it. But cold does not mean forgotten. Behind
every unsolved mystery is a grieving family, unanswered questions, and a sliver of hope that
one day the truth will surface.

A cold case typically refers to a criminal investigation—often involving a missing person or
homicide—that has gone unsolved for a year or longer and has no active leads. There are over
250,000 cold cases in the United States alone, and the number continues to grow. Many
remain unresolved due to lack of evidence, outdated forensic technology, limited departmental
resources, or shifting priorities within law enforcement.

In recent years, however, a powerful movement has emerged: the rise of the citizen detective.
Ordinary people, armed with internet access, compassion, and a relentless curiosity, have
begun to play a role in shedding light on the forgotten. From analyzing old news reports to
submitting tips from genealogical research, these digital sleuths have helped solve cases once
thought impossible.

But with that growing power comes an even greater responsibility.

If you're reading this guide, chances are you want to make a difference. That desire is
commendable—but it must be paired with empathy, ethics, and discipline. You're dealing with
real lives, real trauma, and often, real danger. The families at the heart of these cases are not
characters in a story—they're people hoping for closure.

This guide is not a manual for playing cop. It will not teach you how to break into databases,
harass suspects, or insert yourself into active investigations. Instead, it's a resource for those
who want to support truth-seeking through awareness, advocacy, and responsible research.
Whether you're looking to raise public interest, analyze timelines, or organize information for
clarity, your work can matter—if done with care.

Let this guide be your foundation as you enter the world of cold cases—not as a disruptor, but
as a compassionate ally to justice.

©, What Is a Cold Case?



A cold case is an unsolved criminal investigation that has gone inactive due to a lack of viable
leads, suspect identification, or prosecutable evidence. Most commonly, cold cases involve
serious crimes like homicide, missing persons, sexual assaults, or unidentified remains.
While there is no universal time frame that officially renders a case “cold,” most law enforcement
agencies consider a case cold when it remains open for a year or longer without significant
progress.

At its core, a cold case represents unfinished justice.

These cases may have once been thoroughly investigated but were ultimately shelved—not
because no one cared, but because the trail went quiet. Witnesses may have moved away.
Evidence might have degraded. Forensic tools at the time may have been insufficient. And in
many departments, detectives are overwhelmed with new crimes that require immediate
attention, making it difficult to revisit old ones.

Examples of Cold Cases:

e A 17-year-old girl disappears after a party in 1999. No body is found, and no suspect is
charged. Twenty-five years later, her case is still open.

e Skeletal remains are found in a field in 1985. Despite years of DNA testing and forensic
analysis, the victim has never been identified.

e A man was murdered in broad daylight in 2003. Multiple withnesses were present, but
none came forward with usable information.

In each scenario, something critical is missing—a piece of the puzzle that prevents closure.

However, a case being cold does not mean it is closed. Law enforcement often keeps these files
active, revisiting them when new tips come in or new technologies—like forensic genealogy or
advanced fingerprint analysis—open doors that were once sealed shut.

The goal of this guide is to help you, the reader, better understand these types of cases and
how to support the pursuit of truth through ethical research and advocacy.

Because no case should stay cold forever.

%* Why Are So Many Cases Still Unsolved?

With advancements in technology, databases full of fingerprints and DNA, and a world more
connected than ever, it may seem shocking that hundreds of thousands of cold cases
remain unresolved. But when you look closely, the reasons are often heartbreaking—and
deeply systemic.

Here’s why so many cases continue to go unsolved:



# 1. Lack of Physical Evidence

In the first hours and days after a crime, evidence collection is critical. If a crime scene is
contaminated, overlooked, or not properly documented, valuable clues may be lost forever. In
older cases, items were often not preserved according to modern forensic standards—or they
were discarded entirely.

Without solid physical evidence like fingerprints, DNA, or weapon traces, many cases hit a wall
quickly.

« 2. Limitations of Technology (at the Time)

What couldn't be analyzed in the 1980s or 1990s might be solvable today. However, if evidence
was lost, destroyed, or degraded before those technologies became available (like forensic
genealogy or digital facial reconstruction), it may be impossible to revisit.

In many cases, DNA was never collected or tested, simply because the tools didn't exist.

] 3. Understaffed and Overwhelmed Departments

Law enforcement agencies often operate under immense pressure with limited budgets. Many
detectives handle dozens of active cases at once. When a case goes cold, it's not always from
apathy—it's triage. New crimes take priority, and old cases can end up collecting dust.

Some departments don’t even have a dedicated cold case unit.

) 4. Silent Witnesses and Fearful Communities

Sometimes, people know what happened—but they're too afraid to speak out. Fear of
retaliation, mistrust of police, or personal ties to the suspect often keep key witnesses silent.

This silence is one of the most tragic reasons a case can stay cold.

iem 5. Missing Persons Cases Often Lack Resources



Unless foul play is suspected, missing persons cases may receive minimal attention,
especially if the person is considered a “runaway,” struggling with addiction, or from a
marginalized background. This creates dangerous disparities in whose cases get investigated
thoroughly—and whose don’t.

I]1 6. Institutional Bias and Oversight

It's uncomfortable to admit, but not every case is treated equally. Victims from Indigenous,
Black, LGBTQ+, or economically disadvantaged communities are statistically less likely to have
their cases solved. The phrase “Missing White Woman Syndrome” exists for a
reason—highlighting unequal media and law enforcement attention.

£ 7. Time Itself

The longer a case sits unresolved, the harder it becomes to solve. Memories fade. Witnesses
move or pass away. Technology may improve, but critical details—like the layout of a
neighborhood, the location of security cameras, or even specific street names—can change
over time.

I. The Consequences

Each unsolved case is more than a statistic. It represents real pain, real people, and real
injustice. The emotional toll on families is immeasurable, and without public attention, these
cases risk being forgotten.

(2 Where You Come In

That's where you—the citizen detective—can make a difference. By shining light on cold cases,
preserving public interest, and conducting ethical research, you help ensure that the forgotten
are remembered—and maybe, just maybe, one day brought justice.

“2 The Rise of the Citizen Detective

...and the Responsibilities That Come With It



In a world fueled by access, data, and digital curiosity, a new kind of sleuth has emerged—the
citizen detective. These are everyday people with no formal training in law enforcement or
forensics, but with a passion for justice, sharp analytical minds, and an internet connection.

From Reddit users analyzing timelines to genealogy enthusiasts helping solve decades-old
murders, citizen detectives have gone from passive readers to active contributors in the quest
for truth. In some cases, they’ve played pivotal roles in uncovering new leads, organizing digital
archives, and even bringing renewed attention to cases that law enforcement had long shelved.

+ Notable Moments in Citizen Detective History:

e The Golden State Killer was caught in 2018 with the help of a genealogy enthusiast
using GEDmatch.

e Websleuths.com, a long-running true crime forum, has helped bring attention to missing
persons and unidentified remains since the early 2000s.

e TikTok and YouTube creators have recently shone a spotlight on forgotten cold cases,
helping generate thousands of tips for open investigations.

The world of crime-solving is no longer limited to detectives with badges. Now, digital
detectives are forming communities, organizing data, and making meaningful contributions. But
with that power comes enormous responsibility.

11 Ethical Considerations: Doing It Right

The idea of solving a mystery can be thrilling—but this isn’t a game. Behind every cold case is a
real person, a grieving family, and complex emotional trauma. If you want to be a force for good
in this space, ethics must guide every action you take.

Q) 1. Avoid Speculation and Accusation

It's tempting to “connect the dots” and identify a suspect. But publishing your
theories—especially if they name someone—can have serious legal and moral
consequences. You might be wrong. Even if you're right, accusing someone online could
damage an investigation or put you in legal jeopardy.

Never name a suspect unless law enforcement has already done so.




@ 2. Respect Victims and Their Families

These are not fictional characters in a TV drama. They're real people who suffered unthinkable
losses. Do not sensationalize their pain for clicks or clout. If you contact a family member, be
respectful, transparent, and understand that they don’t owe you anything.

Use empathy in everything you write or say about a case.

3. Don’t Tamper With Evidence or Investigations

You may be eager to help, but don’t try to “test” crime scenes, obtain confidential documents, or
interfere with witnesses. If you uncover new information, the right thing to do is share it with
law enforcement—not blast it on social media for attention.

“2 4. Check Your Bias

Our brains naturally want to “solve” a puzzle—but that urgency can lead to bias. Don't twist facts
to fit your theory. Let the evidence speak for itself, and be open to being wrong. The best citizen
detectives are the ones who can admit when something doesn’t add up.

5. Don’t Exploit the Case for Fame

If your motivation is to get followers, likes, or attention, you’re in the wrong place. The true crime
space is sacred to the families still searching for answers. Your role should always be to amplify
their voices, not replace them with your own.

(4 6. Be Transparent About Who You Are

If you publish findings, theories, or commentary, always make it clear that you are not a law
enforcement professional. Transparency builds credibility and trust.

Citizen detectives are most effective when they are thoughtful, factual, and humble.

" The Promise of Citizen Involvement



Done right, the rise of the citizen detective can change lives. It can bring justice to those who've
waited decades. It can preserve the memory of the lost. It can apply pressure to reopen cases
that deserve another look.

You don’t need a badge to care. You just need integrity, curiosity, and compassion.

/- Chapter 2: Building a Research Mindset

Before you begin researching cold cases, you must build a strong mental framework. This isn’t
just about searching the right websites—it’s about developing the right mindset: calm, unbiased,
organized, and above all, respectful. Investigating cold cases is emotionally heavy work. The
victims are real. The stories are raw. The details can be disturbing.

Approaching this world requires clarity of purpose, mental discipline, and emotional
balance.

= Developing Critical Thinking and Emotional Neutrality

The most effective citizen detectives don’t jump to conclusions—they think critically, challenge
their assumptions, and remain emotionally neutral as they sift through facts.

That means:
e Question every source.
e Verify dates, names, and events from multiple points of reference.
e Consider all angles of a story, even if they conflict with your instincts.
e Don't let empathy cloud analysis—feel for the victims, but don’t let emotions override

logic.

Avoid confirmation bias—the tendency to seek out evidence that supports your theory and
ignore what contradicts it. Your job isn’t to “prove” anything. It's to explore possibilities, build
timelines, and preserve accuracy.

@ Knowing Your “Why”

Before you dive into a single case, ask yourself:
Why am | doing this?

e J Justice — Do you want to help keep attention on a forgotten case?
e < Awareness — Do you feel called to share stories of the missing or murdered?
e 4 Curiosity — Are you intellectually drawn to mysteries and unsolved crimes?



All are valid. But your “why” should guide how you handle the information. If your goal is justice
or advocacy, your work should respect the families and victims. If your goal is curiosity, make
sure that doesn't cross into exploitation.

Having a clear sense of purpose keeps your research ethical and focused.

& Staying Trauma-Informed

Many cold cases involve murder, sexual assault, child victims, or other deeply traumatic events.
Consuming and analyzing this material can affect your mental health—even if you think you're
just reading.

Be trauma-informed by:

e Recognizing the signs of burnout: insomnia, emotional detachment, irritability,
hopelessness.

Taking breaks regularly from case material.

Avoiding graphic images or documents unless absolutely necessary.

Using trigger warnings if you share case information publicly.

Understanding that the families you may contact have been living in that trauma for
years. Approach them with gentleness and zero expectations.

True crime research isn’t entertainment—it's a somber responsibility.

~ Creating a Digital Case File

Organization is key. Keeping your research scattered across bookmarks, screenshots, and
random documents will lead to frustration—and missed details.

Start building a digital case file system to stay organized and efficient.
Tools You Can Use:

Google Drive or Dropbox: For storing case PDFs, articles, and FOIA documents
Google Sheets / Excel: For creating timelines, person-of-interest lists, alibis, and case
facts

Notion / Obsidian / Evernote: For notes, theories, and interlinked pieces of information
Mind Mapping Tools: Like Miro or XMind to visualize case connections

7 Suggested Folder Structure:

e /Case Name/



/News Articles/
/FOIA Docs/
/Timeline/
/Witness Info/
/Theories/
/Notes/

O O O O O O

This system helps you build a credible, trackable body of work. If you ever need to revisit
something—or share your research with others—it’s all in one place.

€ Chapter 3: Using Online Resources for Case Research

We live in an era where information is just a few keystrokes away. For citizen detectives, that
means unprecedented access to records, maps, conversations, and historical data—all without
leaving home. The internet can be a goldmine for cold case research if you know where to
look and how to sift signal from noise.

This chapter highlights the most valuable online resources and how to use them ethically,
effectively, and responsibly.

=

News Archives (Newspapers.com, Google News)

Old news articles often hold critical timelines, quotes, and details not found in official reports.
Reporters may have interviewed withesses, covered court hearings, or reported inconsistencies
at the time that are no longer publicized.

), Tools to Use:

e Newspapers.com: One of the largest archives of scanned newspaper pages from
around the country.

e Google News Archive: Use date filters to zero in on the time period surrounding the
incident.

e Local library websites: Many have digitized their old newspapers or allow free access to
subscription-based archives.

{4 Tip: Search using variations of names, nicknames, or “Jane Doe” terms. Early articles may
use different phrasing than later ones.

@ Obituaries & Cemetery Records


https://www.newspapers.com/
https://news.google.com/

Obituaries can reveal relationships, last known addresses, schooling, church memberships, or
criminal history. They're especially useful when reconstructing a family tree or trying to
understand social connections.

Resources:

Legacy.com: A centralized archive of recent obituaries.
FindAGrave.com: Lists gravesites and often includes family member names and
photos.

e Local funeral home websites: Often list more detailed family info than major obituary
sites.

¥ Combine these findings with public records to start identifying potential relatives in
genealogy investigations.

@ Social Media Footprints (Instagram, TikTok, Reddit, Facebook)

Even if a case is decades old, the victim’s family—or even suspects—may be active on social
media today. Friends, classmates, and journalists might still post about unsolved cases,
anniversaries, or memorials.

Use Social Media to:

e Find updates on memorial pages
e Observe community conversations
e Track down photos, friends, or previously unknown details

I. Warning: Always observe. Never message suspects or harass family members. That
crosses both legal and ethical boundaries.

¥ Maps & Satellite Views (Google Earth, OnX Maps)

Geography tells a story. Seeing where a victim was last seen, where evidence was found, or
how far locations are from one another can help build a clearer picture of a case.

Tools:

e Google Earth: Offers street view, satellite imagery, and historical views.
e OnX Maps: Originally made for hunters, this app shows property boundaries—useful for
rural cases or locating private lands.


https://www.legacy.com/
https://www.findagrave.com/
https://earth.google.com/
https://www.onxmaps.com/

{4 Try This: Reconstruct a timeline visually by mapping the sequence of known events. A
simple map can reveal inconsistencies or raise new questions.

® Case Forums & Blogs (Websleuths, Reddit’s r/lUnresolvedMysteries)

Forums offer a wealth of collective knowledge. Experienced researchers often share links to
court records, transcribe interviews, and dig deep into obscure cases. You'll also find analysis,
timelines, and sometimes even new theories from people with inside knowledge.

Top Forums:

e Websleuths.com: One of the oldest and most respected communities for case
discussion.

e Reddit.com/r/UnresolvedMysteries: A more casual but very active forum with
thousands of cold case discussions.

“2 Be Mindful: Forums contain speculation. Don’t take everything at face value—use them as
a starting point for your own verification.

4’ Pro Tip: Archive What You Find

Web pages disappear. Social media posts get deleted. Always screenshot, save PDFs, or use
tools like Wayback Machineto preserve critical info.

Chapter 4: Requesting Public Records the Right Way

One of the most powerful (and underused) tools available to citizen detectives is the Freedom
of Information Act (FOIA) and equivalent state-level laws. These laws give the public the legal
right to request access to certain government records—including case files, 911 transcripts,
autopsy reports, crime scene photos, and more—as long as they don’t interfere with an
active investigation.

But to use this tool effectively, you need to know what you can ask for, how to ask for it, and
how to stay within ethical and legal limits.

7ii What Is FOIA and How to Use It

The Freedom of Information Act (FOIA) is a federal law passed in 1966 that allows the public
to request records from any federal agency. Most states also have their own public records


https://www.websleuths.com/
https://www.reddit.com/r/UnresolvedMysteries/

laws, sometimes called "sunshine laws," which apply to state and local agencies, including
police departments.

You can use FOIA to:

Request closed case files

Obtain missing persons reports

Access autopsy reports, death certificates, and coroner's notes
Retrieve police reports, withess statements, and dispatch logs

I\ Important: FOIA does not guarantee access to everything. Agencies can deny or redact
information if it relates to an active investigation, involves juveniles, medical privacy, or
would endanger someone’s safety.

#. How to Write a Public Records Request

When writing a request, keep it short, polite, and specific. A clear and focused request is
more likely to be processed quickly.

(74 Best Practices:

Identify the agency (e.g., Tulsa Police Department, Kansas Bureau of Investigation)
Name the subject (e.g., “Brandon Swanson disappearance, May 14, 2008”)
Include exact dates or date ranges

[ ]
[ J
[ J
e State what you’re requesting (e.g., case file, missing person report, 911 transcript)

/" Sample FOIA Request Letter Template

[Your Full Name]
[Your Mailing Address]
[City, State, Zip]
[Email Address]
[Phone Number]

[Date]

Public Records Officer
[Agency Name]
[Agency Address]

RE: Request for Records Under [Insert State Name] Public Records Act



Dear Records Officer,

Pursuant to the [State] Public Records Act, | respectfully request access to and copies of
records related to the [case name or incident], which occurred on or around [date] in [location].
Specifically, | am requesting the following documents:\n\n> - [e.g., Initial incident report, any
supplemental reports, 911 call transcripts, photographs, etc.]\n\n> | understand that some
documents may be redacted or withheld due to legal exemptions. However, | ask that any
non-exempt portions of the requested documents be released.\n\n> If there are any fees for
searching or copying these records, please inform me before processing.\n\n> Thank you for
your time and attention to this matter.\n\n> Sincerely,\n> [Your Name]

? State-by-State Resources for Cold Case Records

Every state has its own public records law. Here are a few reliable directories and tools to help
you:

e National Freedom of Information Coalition (NFOIC): Full directory of FOIA laws by
state
MuckRock.com: Submit and track FOIA requests online
FOIA.gov: Federal-level request info
State open records offices (search: “[State] public records request”)

“2 Pro Tip: Local sheriff's departments, city clerks, and coroners often maintain records
separately from police. Know who to contact.

>{ What You Can and Can’t Legally Request

"4 You Can Usually Request:

Closed case files (with redactions)

Arrest logs and incident reports

Dispatch logs and 911 transcripts

Autopsy reports and death certificates (varies by state)
Crime scene photos (varies)

Y You Usually Can’t Access:

Active investigations

Juvenile records

Sealed court records

Protected health information (HIPAA)
Personal addresses, SSNs, or financial data


https://www.muckrock.com/
https://www.foia.gov/

Always double-check your state laws, and if in doubt, ask the agency what you are allowed to
request.

- Final Word:

Requesting public records is a powerful tool that can unlock information no article or forum
ever will. But it’s also a process that requires patience, persistence, and precision. Learn how
to write clear requests, be prepared for redactions or rejections, and above all—stay
professional and respectful.

You're not just a researcher. You're a representative of the public interest, using the law as it
was intended—to shine a light where silence once lived.

Uj Chapter 5: Conducting Timelines, Timelines, Timelines

If you're going to investigate a cold case from home, one of the most essential skills you’ll need
is the ability to build a clear, accurate, and logical timeline. Why? Because cold cases often
crumble under the weight of confusion. Memories fade, statements contradict, and reports get
buried in bureaucracy. But timelines bring clarity.

A well-researched timeline is more than just a list of dates. It's a narrative of truth. It helps you
spot patterns, inconsistencies, and gaps—and sometimes, those gaps are where the truth is
hiding.

% How to Reconstruct a Timeline of Events

Start with what's known and build outward. Focus on verified facts first, then layer in details
from media, interviews, and public records.

Step-by-step:

1. ldentify the core event (e.g., date/time of disappearance, homicide, last known
contact).

2. Work backward and forward from that moment. Where was the person before? What
happened after?

3. Log every time-stamped piece of info: police reports, 911 calls, social media posts,
witness statements.

4. Track the source for every detail. Keep a citation or link next to each point for
verification.



Use this structure:

pgsql
CopyEdit

]

*] Date — (5 Time — ¢ Location - Source — @ Event

Example:

e March 3, 2015 — 10:45 PM — Gas station on Route 17 — Security footage — Victim last
seen entering store alone.

©,, What Details Matter

When timelines are messy, cases remain cold. These are the critical categories you should
always focus on:

L Last Known Sighting:

e Who saw them?
e Was the sighting confirmed by video, phone records, or a withess?

Weather and Lighting:

e Was it dark, stormy, foggy? Visibility affects witness reliability and evidence collection.

News Coverage:

e Was the case reported right away? Did it trend nationally? Silence in the press can
sometimes signal under-reporting.

@ Digital Activity:

e Last text messages, social media posts, GPS pings, app usage, and call logs are all
timestamp gold.

¥ Red Flags to Look For
Timelines aren’t just about what’s there—they’re also about what’s missing.
e Time gaps: Large unexplained blocks of time can hide key events.

e Contradictions: If one report says the person left at 9:30 PM and another says 10:15
PM—someone’s wrong or lying.



e Shifting stories: If withess accounts change over time, flag it.
e Delayed reporting: A delay between the event and when it was reported can reveal
fear, cover-ups, or confusion.

The more precisely you identify these inconsistencies, the more clearly you’'ll see where the
story breaks—and where you need to dig deeper.

X Tools to Build a Timeline

You don’t need fancy software—just a structured method. Here are a few options:
"4 Free Tools:

Google Sheets / Excel — Great for sortable, editable tables.

Timeline JS (https://timeline.knightlab.com) — Free, interactive timeline creator you can
embed or share.

Canva - For visual storytelling or building infographics.

Pen and Paper — Never underestimate the power of a whiteboard or notebook.

Suggested Columns for Spreadsheets:

Date

Time

Event Description
Source

Verified (Yes/No)
Related Person(s)

- Final Word:

A timeline is more than an organizational tool—it's an investigative weapon. It helps clarify
chaos, highlight the unknown, and strip away guesswork. Most importantly, it keeps you
grounded in fact—not theory.

In cold case work, clarity is power—and timelines give you both.

@ Chapter 6: Contacting Key People (Ethically)



At some point in your cold case research, you may feel the urge—or even the necessity—to
reach out to individuals directly connected to the case. This might include family members of the
victim, local journalists, retired detectives, or other independent researchers.

Done respectfully, these conversations can offer clarity, humanity, and new insight.
Done poorly, they can cause emotional harm, legal trouble, and loss of credibility.

This chapter walks you through when, how, and if you should reach out, and how to do it with
the highest ethical standards.

%7 When to Reach Out

Not every case warrants personal outreach. Ask yourself:

e Do | have a legitimate reason for making contact?
e Have | exhausted publicly available sources first?
e Am | trying to help—or satisfy my own curiosity?

Only reach out if your message is purposeful, respectful, and could contribute positively to the
pursuit of awareness or understanding.

¢3 Contacting Victim’s Families

This is sacred ground. Families live in the shadow of trauma every day, and you must tread
extremely lightly.

4 If You Must:

e Be transparent about who you are and why you're reaching out.

e Keep your message short and empathetic.

e State clearly that you respect their privacy and will not follow up if they don't respond.
e Let them set the tone. If they want to talk, listen more than you speak.

X Never:

Pressure them to speak

Ask accusatory or speculative questions
Send multiple follow-ups

Post private exchanges publicly



2

“I'm sorry for your loss” is always appropriate. “I think | know what happened to your loved one’
is not.

Contacting Journalists
Journalists who covered the case may have:

e Insider knowledge
e Archived material
e Interviews that never aired or published

They are often open to talking—especially if you’re respectful and concise.
Tips:

e Reference their article or news segment specifically.
e Ask brief, focused questions.
e Offer collaboration only if appropriate.

Example:

“Hi [Name], | came across your 2016 article on the [Case Name]. I'm researching unsolved
cases for educational purposes and wondered if you could clarify one detail regarding the
location timeline. Thank you for your time and excellent reporting.”

® Contacting Law Enforcement

Cold case units vary by region, and responses can be mixed. However, if you’ve found a
credible lead or contradiction, reaching out can make a difference.

Guidelines:

e Keep it factual, not emotional.

e Avoid conspiracy theories or accusatory language.

e Use official agency contact forms or tip lines.

e Identify yourself as an independent researcher, not an investigator.

1. Never claim to have “solved” the case. Simply present what you’ve found and let them take
the lead.

“Z Contacting Other Researchers



You're not alone in your curiosity—many others are researching cold cases ethically. Building
connections can open new perspectives and resources.

Forums like Websleuths or Reddit’s r/UnresolvedMysteries are great starting points.
If someone has already done a deep dive on a case, reach out to collaborate—not
compete.

e Always credit their work when referencing it.

Writing Respectful Inquiry Emails

Here’s a basic structure for a respectful outreach email:

Subject: Inquiry Regarding [Case Name] — Independent Researcher
Dear [Name],

| hope this message finds you well. My name is [Your Name], and I'm an independent
researcher and writer focusing on unsolved cases. | came across your [article/blog
post/video/involvement] in the case of [Case Name], and | deeply appreciate the work you've
contributed to public understanding.

If you’re open to it, | would be grateful for the opportunity to ask one or two brief questions about
[specific topic].

| completely understand if you’re not available or prefer not to engage. Thank you for your time
either way, and for helping keep this case in public awareness.

Warmly,
[Your Name]
[Optional: Your Website or Social Media]

Q) Red Lines: What NOT to Do

Don’t impersonate law enforcement or journalists.

Don’t harass, hound, or message repeatedly if someone doesn’t respond.
Don’t cold-call family members or show up in person.

Don’t post private responses, emails, or messages without permission.
Don’t turn speculation into public statements.




- Final Word:

In cold case research, you're walking a line between curiosity and responsibility. Contacting
people close to a case is a privilege—not a right. If you choose to reach out, do so with
compassion, clarity, and caution.

You're not just asking for information. You’re entering someone else’s grief, trauma, or
professional integrity. Treat it with care.

¥ Chapter 7: Understanding Modern Tools (DNA,
Genealogy, Geofencing)

Modern crime-solving isn’t just about fingerprints and eyewitnesses anymore. In recent years, a
new wave of technological tools—some of them open to the public—have revolutionized cold
case investigations. As a citizen researcher, understanding these tools gives you critical insight
into how cases are being solved today—and how you can follow breakthroughs as they
happen.

From forensic genealogy to geofencing warrants and crowdsourced data, today’s
investigators have access to a digital arsenal that would’ve been science fiction just 20 years
ago.

¥ How Forensic Genealogy Solved Major Cases

In 2018, the world watched as investigators finally arrested the Golden State Killer—a serial
rapist and murderer who had eluded law enforcement for over 40 years. The case was cracked
not through eyewitness testimony or new physical evidence, but through forensic genealogy.

Here’s how it works:

Investigators extract a DNA sample from the crime scene.

The DNA is uploaded to public genealogy databases.

Algorithms match partial DNA strands to distant relatives—like third or fourth cousins.
Genealogists build family trees to narrow down potential suspects.

Police then collect a fresh sample (from a discarded cup, for example) and confirm the
match.

aokrwbd-~

Dozens of cold cases have since been solved using this technique—including murders, sexual
assaults, and identifications of Jane and John Does.




¥ What GEDmatch and FamilyTreeDNA Do

These two platforms are the heart of public genealogy research in crime-solving.
+# GEDmatch:

e Accepts raw DNA uploads from services like 23andMe or AncestryDNA.

e Allows users to opt-in to allow law enforcement to compare their data.

e Law enforcement can only search profiles where users have opted in—a key ethical
boundary.

" FamilyTreeDNA:

e A private DNA testing company that also partners with law enforcement.
e Offers built-in family tree construction and chromosome matching.
e Allows users to opt in or out of law enforcement access.

{74 As a researcher: You can’t upload crime scene DNA—but you can use these platforms to
understand how matches are made, follow solved case updates, and study how family trees are
constructed.

Open-Source Databases to Follow and Explore

Even without DNA access, citizen detectives can follow modern case developments through
open-source platforms.

C), Top Public Tools:

e The Doe Network (doenetwork.org): Profiles of unidentified remains, with photos,
reconstructions, and case numbers.

e NamUs (namus.gov): The National Missing and Unidentified Persons
System—government-backed, searchable, and free.

e DNA Doe Project (dnadoeproject.org): Citizen-run forensic genealogy group with
detailed breakdowns of each case.

e Websleuths Cold Case Forums: Tracks updates and tips on cases undergoing forensic
review.

These sites often include:

Case timelines

DNA status updates

Victim facial reconstructions
Links to active investigations


https://www.doenetwork.org/
https://www.namus.gov/
https://dnadoeproject.org/

2 Following these cases helps you learn real-time forensic methods—and might even inspire
your next research deep-dive.

@ The Role of Cellphone Pings, Google Data, and Smart Home Tech

Modern investigations are increasingly driven by digital footprints. WWhen someone goes
missing today, their phone, apps, and devices often hold the first clues.

« Cellphone Pings:

e Mobile carriers can provide approximate locations using tower triangulation.
e Pings are especially useful in timeline reconstruction and last known locations.
e Often referenced in court documents and media summaries.

1 Google Location History:

e |[f enabled, Google records a user's GPS trail using Google Maps or Android devices.
e Investigators can request this data via geofencing warrants.

gei Ring/Nest Smart Cameras:

e Home security footage from nearby properties has become a critical tool in solving
modern cases.

e Some cities have camera registries where homeowners voluntarily list their devices for
case assistance.

4/ As a researcher: You won’t have access to private data, but local news reports and court
documentsmay summarize tech evidence. Always look for phrases like “digital forensic
evidence,” “cell tower data,” or “geo-location warrants.”

T4 Final Word:

The age of dusty case files is fading. Cold cases today are being cracked not just by witnesses
or confessions, but by algorithms, DNA databases, and cloud storage logs. As a citizen
detective, your strength lies in understanding these tools—not to use them yourself, but to follow
how they impact the cases you care about.

Stay curious, stay ethical, and remember: behind every technological breakthrough is a human
story still waiting for justice.

[f1 Chapter 8: Staying Legal and Ethical



True crime research isn’t a game. When you investigate cold cases—especially as a private
citizen—you’re stepping into emotionally charged territory involving real victims, grieving
families, and sometimes dangerous individuals. It's critical to stay on the right side of both the
law and your own ethical compass.

The goal is not just to uncover information, but to do no harm—to others or to yourself. This
chapter outlines the legal risks, ethical boundaries, and emotional tolls associated with cold
case work, and how to navigate them responsibly.

Q) Laws Around Stalking, Harassment, and Defamation

Even with good intentions, a citizen detective can unintentionally break the law if they overstep
boundaries.

| Legal Red Flags:

e Stalking: Repeated contact with individuals (suspects, witnesses, or families) that
causes distress or fear can be considered stalking—even online.

e Harassment: Sending multiple unwanted messages, showing up in person uninvited, or
making persistent demands for information is illegal and unethical.

e Defamation: Publishing or sharing accusations, especially naming someone as a
suspect without formal charges, could result in a defamation lawsuit.

¢ Rule of Thumb: If you wouldn’t want your actions broadcast on the evening news with your
name attached—don’t do it.

#z How to Avoid Interfering With Investigations
Even if a case is “cold,” it may still be under review by law enforcement. That means:

e Contacting witnesses could alter their testimony.
e Posting theories could muddy public perception or compromise jury pools.
e Spreading unverified leads can send law enforcement down false trails.

If you discover something that may be new or relevant:

e Document it thoroughly with time-stamped notes or screenshots.
e Send it directly to law enforcement using official tip lines or contact forms.
e Do NOT post it publicly before officials have had a chance to assess it.

@ You're not here to solve the case—you’re here to support those who can.



“Z Mental Health Impact of Deep Case Research

Cold case research often involves violence, trauma, grief, and tragedy. Reading about these
topics—especially for hours or days at a time—can affect your mental well-being in subtle but
serious ways.

Common symptoms of emotional fatigue:

Vicarious trauma or anxiety

Sleep disturbances or nightmares
Depression or feelings of hopelessness
Numbness or emotional detachment

How to stay emotionally healthy:

Take breaks between cases or after emotionally heavy details.

Limit your exposure to graphic images or recordings.

Talk it out with a therapist or trusted friend.

Remind yourself that you can’t solve everything—and you’re not obligated to.

I\ Just because you're behind a screen doesn’t mean you're immune to secondary trauma.

@ When to Walk Away From a Case

Some cases will stick with you. Others might become overwhelming. It's okay to let go. Knowing
when to walk away is just as important as knowing when to lean in.

Walk away if:

You find yourself obsessing or losing sleep.

You're feeling emotionally triggered or retraumatized.

The case is affecting your relationships or day-to-day function.
You’ve crossed into speculation or personal bias.

You can always come back later, better equipped and more grounded.

Walking away from a case isn’t quitting. It's choosing your health—and that’s never the
wrong decision.




») Final Word:

Ethical cold case research means more than staying curious—it means staying kind, staying
legal, and knowing your limits. The best citizen detectives are those who respect the rules,
value the truth, and protect themselves and others in the process.

You're not just seeking justice—you're setting a standard.

ax

Chapter 9: How to Publish and Share Your Findings

You've spent hours—maybe weeks—researching a cold case. You've combed through public
records, mapped timelines, and reviewed news articles. Now you’re ready to share what you've
found.

But how you share that information can either support the pursuit of justice—or
unintentionally cause harm. In this chapter, you’ll learn how to publish responsibly, ethically,
and in ways that build trust, amplify awareness, and protect the integrity of the case.

/ Starting a Blog or Substack

One of the best ways to present your findings is through a dedicated blog or newsletter platform
like Substack. This gives you full control over formatting, tone, and frequency—and allows you
to build a community around your research.

Platforms to Consider:

e Substack: Great for longform newsletters, case updates, and subscriptions.
e WordPress: Best for long-term blogging, multimedia, and SEO growth.
e Ghost: A sleek, minimalist alternative for serious writers.

Best Practices:

e Use clear disclaimers: “This post contains public information and personal analysis.
Nothing stated should be considered an accusation or fact unless cited from law
enforcement or official sources.”

Include source links and citations: Build credibility and allow readers to verify.
Respect privacy: Redact addresses, minors’ names, and anything unconfirmed.
Add trigger warnings for sensitive content.

~ Pro Tip: Include contact info for law enforcement or tip lines at the bottom of each post for
readers who may have information.




€ Posting Responsibly on Reddit, Facebook, Forums

Social media and forums are powerful for visibility—but they can also turn chaotic fast if used
irresponsibly. If you're contributing to online discussions:

"4 Do:
e Postin relevant subreddits like r/UnresolvedMysteries or r/TrueCrime.
e Link back to your full blog post if the case details are long.
e Engage respectfully with other researchers.
e Include dates, context, and citations for all claims.

X Don'’t:

Name uncharged individuals as suspects.

Speculate wildly without supporting info.

Spam every group with the same post.

Argue emotionally or dismiss differing theories rudely.

I\, Remember: Online discussions can resurface months—or years—Ilater. Your words matter.

% Working with Journalists and Podcasters

If your research is strong, unique, or includes overlooked information, journalists or podcast
hosts may be interested in collaborating or quoting your findings.

How to Reach Out:

Write a concise, professional pitch.

Offer a link to your research, timeline, or post.

Be clear about what you discovered, and how it fits into the broader story.
Emphasize that your work is ethically researched and well-documented.

Example pitch:

“Hi [Name], I've been researching the [Case Name] and found several inconsistencies in the
publicly available timeline. I've compiled a full breakdown here [link]. If this is something you'd
like to explore or feature, I'd love to connect. Thanks for your time!”

{74 Be prepared to cite your sources and answer questions—this builds credibility and trust.

& When to Share Leads with Law Enforcement



If your research turns up something new, substantial, or suspicious, it may be time to share
your findings with the authorities.

When You Should:

e You discover a potential unreported witness, location, or suspect.

e You find inconsistencies in police statements or coverage that haven’t been
publicized.

e You identify a new connection between people or places in the case.

How to Do It:

e Use official tip lines or case contact emails—never try to call individual detectives unless
invited.

e Present your findings objectively and calmly. Don’t demand a callback or push for
updates.

e Stick to facts and documentation, not theories or accusations.

Sample message:

“Hello, I've been independently researching the [Case Name] from publicly available sources. |
came across a timeline inconsistency that may not have been publicly noted. Please find the
details below, along with source links. If this has already been reviewed, | apologize for the
redundancy.”

- Final Word:

Publishing your findings is a form of advocacy, but it comes with serious responsibilities. You
have the power to bring attention to overlooked stories, but you also carry the weight of how
your words and discoveries impact real people.

Be thoughtful. Be transparent. Be humble.

You're not just informing readers—you're helping shape the conversation around justice.

== Chapter 10: Tools, Templates, and Resources

Behind every strong citizen detective is a well-stocked toolkit. While passion and curiosity drive
the mission, it's your systems, templates, and trusted resources that keep your work accurate,
organized, and sustainable.

This final chapter is your quick-access reference shelf: a library of templates, tech tools, and
community spaces to support your cold case research journey.



/" FOIA Request Templates

Crafting a professional and effective public records request can make all the difference. Here
are two basic templates—one for federal agencies and one for state/local authorities.

Federal FOIA Request Template

[Your Full Name]
[Your Address]
[City, State, Zip]
[Email Address]

[Date]

FOIA Officer
[Agency Name]
[Agency Address]

Subject: FOIA Request for Records Related to [Case Name]
Dear FOIA Officer,

Pursuant to the Freedom of Information Act, 5 U.S.C. § 552, | am requesting access to any and
all documents related to the [brief description of the case], which occurred on or around [date] in
[location].

Specifically, | am requesting:

Incident and investigation reports

911 call transcripts

Witness statements

Autopsy or medical examiner records

Please notify me of any applicable fees before processing. | would prefer electronic copies if
available.

Thank you for your assistance.

Sincerely,
[Your Name]




State/Local Records Request Template
Subject: Request Under [State] Public Records Law
To the Custodian of Records:

Under the [State Name] Public Records Law, | respectfully request access to records related to
[Name of Victim, Incident, or Case Number], which took place on or around [Date] in
[City/County].

| am specifically requesting:

Police reports

Case closure documents

Crime scene photographs (if releasable)
Dispatch logs or call summaries

| am an independent researcher and request the information in digital format if possible. Thank
you for your consideration.

Sincerely,
[Your Name]

@ Interview & Note-Taking Templates

Use these templates to stay consistent, organized, and professional when speaking with
sources or organizing your findings.

Basic Interview Template

vbnet

CopyEdit

Interview Subject: [Name or Anonymous]
Date: [MM/DD/YYYY]

Time: [Start — End]

Location/Method: [Phone, Zoom, Email, etc.]
Consent to Share? [Yes/No/Partiall]

Summary :
- Key Points
- Emotional Tone



- New Leads or Contradictions

Follow-Up Actions:
- Verify timeline
- Cross-check with public records

Research Notes Template (Spreadsheet or Table Format)

Date Time Event Source Verified? Notes
(Y/N)

4/23/2007 9:15 PM Victim last News 9 Y CCTV
seen at gas archive footage
station confirmed

4/24/2007 7:00 AM Body Police press Y Location 2
discovered in release miles from
creek sighting

~ Case File Organization Tools
Digital case files keep your findings tidy and accessible.
(74 Recommended Tools:

Google Drive — Create folders for each case; store PDFs, spreadsheets, and notes.
Notion — Build a customizable workspace with case dashboards, linked timelines, and
tags.

Airtable — Visual database great for tracking multiple cases and connections.

Trello — Create a case board using cards for people, places, and theories.

Timeline JS — Use this tool to create interactive timelines from Google Sheets.

&2 Tip: Always back up your files in cloud storage and an external hard drive to avoid data loss.

% Recommended Books, Blogs, Podcasts, and Communities

Stay connected and inspired with some of the best content in the true crime and cold case
space.

Books



e “Cold Case Research: Resources for Unidentified, Missing, and Cold Homicide Cases” —
Silvia Pettem
“The Skeleton Crew” — Deborah Halber
“I'll Be Gone in the Dark” — Michelle McNamara
“Who Killed These Girls?” — Beverly Lowry

| Blogs & Websites
e TheColdCases.com &=
e The Doe Network
e Unidentified Wiki
e NamUs
% Podcasts

The Fall Line — Focuses on marginalized, overlooked cases
Trace Evidence — Well-researched case files

Crime Junkie — Easy-to-follow storytelling

Missing & Unexplained — Great for cold cases

¢ Communities

e Websleuths.com — Deep forum discussions
e Reddit/r/UnresolvedMysteries — Public theories and case archives
e MuckRock.com — FOIA submission and tracking tool

«2 Final Word:

You don't need to reinvent the wheel to be a great citizen detective. With the right templates,
tools, and communities behind you, you can stay organized, ethical, and impactful in your work.
This chapter is your go-to toolkit—return to it anytime your research needs structure or support.

Now, you're equipped to explore the shadows—wisely, ethically, and with purpose.

=] Conclusion: You’re Part of a Larger Mission

If you've made it this far, you’re not just curious—you’re committed. And that matters more than
you may ever realize.

Every cold case is a life paused, a family left waiting, a community holding its breath. While the
headlines fade and the police files gather dust, the need for truth never disappears. That’s
where you come in.


https://www.thecoldcases.com/
https://www.doenetwork.org/
https://www.namus.gov/
https://www.websleuths.com/
https://www.reddit.com/r/UnresolvedMysteries/
https://www.muckrock.com/

You may not wear a badge. You may not have access to confidential records or high-tech labs.
But what you do have is powerful:

e A sharp mind.
e A compassionate heart.
e And the courage to care when others have forgotten.

Advocating for the Forgotten

When you research cold cases, you're doing more than solving puzzles—you're remembering
the names that history is trying to erase. You’re giving voice to those who no longer have
one.

Your work keeps their stories alive.

It reminds the public that justice delayed is still justice demanded. It shows families that their
pain hasn’t gone unnoticed. And sometimes, it reignites interest in a case that’s just one tip
away from resolution.

¢ 2 Inspiring Change Through Awareness

Not every investigation ends with a breakthrough—but every act of awareness plants a seed.
By sharing facts ethically, publishing timelines, or highlighting injustices, you help shape how
people understand crime, trauma, and justice.

When you write about a case, someone else may remember a detail.
When you question a timeline, someone else may rethink a theory.
When you care out loud, others start caring too.

That ripple effect? That’'s where real change begins.

©, How Small Discoveries Lead to Big Breakthroughs
Some of the biggest cold case solves in history began with a tiny overlooked clue:
e A newspaper clipping.

e A name on a school roster.
e A missing three-hour window in a timeline.



You don’t need to solve a case to make an impact. Sometimes your contribution is simply
noticing what others missed, or connecting dots no one thought to connect.

Your insight might be the one that leads a journalist to investigate further...
...or the one that prompts a family to revisit evidence...
...or the one that nudges law enforcement to re-open a file.

That’s the mission. And you’re already a part of it.

.~ Final Words

Thank you for caring.
Thank you for investigating with empathy.
Thank you for stepping into the dark—not to cause a stir, but to shine a light.

Cold cases aren’t just about death. They’re about truth, humanity, and the fight to make sure
no one disappears without being seen.

So go ahead.

Keep asking questions.

Keep building timelines.

Keep giving voice to the voiceless.

You’re not alone in this work.
And the work is far from over.

¥

Justice begins with remembrance. Let them be remembered—because someone like
you refused to forget.
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