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Executive Summary

This case study explores the intersection of legal evidentiary standards and steganography
detection in cyber investigations. Using forensic imaging, hashing validation, and steganalysis
tools, | examined how covert data-hiding techniques can be detected, validated, and framed
within the Daubert Standard for admissibility in U.S. courts. The analysis highlights both the
operational risks posed by steganography in cybercrime and the legal safeguards required to
ensure that digital evidence is credible, reproducible, and defensible in legal or intelligence

contexts.
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Intelligence Context

Steganography, the practice of concealing data within benign files such as images or audio,
remains a persistent tactic across diverse threat landscapes. Adversaries employ it to disguise
communications, exfiltrate sensitive data, and bypass detection controls. Its applications extend
from terrorist organizations embedding operational instructions in multimedia files, to
cybercriminals moving stolen corporate information, to insider threats transferring data without
triggering monitoring systems.

In parallel, the Daubert Standard establishes the legal foundation for the admissibility of forensic
evidence in U.S. courts. By requiring forensic methods to be tested, peer-reviewed, with known
error rates, and generally accepted within the field, the standard ensures that findings are both
technically valid and legally defensible. This dual perspective — technical detection and
evidentiary reliability — is essential for analysts tasked with producing intelligence that may
influence both operational decisions and judicial outcomes.

Methodology

Evidence Acquisition & Validation

e Chain of custody procedures were followed to maintain integrity.
e Evidence files were hashed with FTK Imager, Autopsy, and E3; cross-tool validation confirmed
integrity (matching MD5/SHA-1 values).
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Figure 1. FTK Imager output showing MD5 and SHA1 hash values for MyRussianMafiaBuddies.txt.
Matching values across tools confirm integrity of digital evidence.

Steganography Detection & Extraction

e Used StegExpose and related tools to identify anomalies in image files.

e Detected concealed data within image and audio files (dB9olser.gif, chicago.bmp, chicago1.bmp)
containing thousands of bytes of hidden payloads.

e Extracted hidden content revealed sensitive intelligence: names, phone numbers, black market
references, and GPS location data.
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Figure 2. StegExpose analysis identifying concealed data within multiple files, estimating 31,289 bytes of
hidden content.
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Figure 3. Extracted hidden file contents from suspicious image, revealing GPS coordinates and address
data in Chicago, potentially linked to criminal activity.

Legal Evaluation (Daubert Factors)

Testing: Methods successfully extracted verifiable hidden data.

Peer Review: Tools used are cited in forensic literature.

Error Rate: False positives observed in noise-heavy files were documented.

Standards: Evidence handling complied with chain-of-custody and forensic imaging norms.

Findings

Multiple files contained embedded operational intelligence relevant to ongoing investigations.
Forensic validation confirmed the integrity of evidence across tools, meeting Daubert reliability
thresholds.

Evidence could withstand both intelligence vetting and judicial admissibility requirements.

Implications for Cyber Threat Intelligence

Operational Security Risk: Steganography remains a viable method for adversaries to covertly
communicate.

OSINT/CTI Relevance: Open-source detection tools like StegExpose provide analysts with a
baseline capability to flag suspicious artifacts.

Policy Impact: Reinforces the importance of training CTI analysts in evidentiary standards,
ensuring findings are legally defensible if escalated to prosecution.

Recommendations

Integrate steganography detection into routine cyber threat intelligence workflows.

Ensure all analyst teams are trained in Daubert-compliant evidence handling to avoid evidence
suppression in court.

Expand OSINT monitoring for steganography-related signatures in extremist or criminal
communities.

OSINT-2023-0012 | Page 4 of 5



Dusti Hinson-Johnson | Intelligence Analyst — OSINT / Cyber Threat Intel

Conclusion

This case study demonstrates the critical intersection between forensic tradecraft and
evidentiary standards. The ability to detect steganography within digital files is not only a
technical requirement for countering modern cyber threats, but also a legal necessity to ensure
findings can withstand courtroom scrutiny.

For intelligence analysts, bridging this gap means producing assessments that are both
operationally actionable and legally defensible. Whether applied in national security, law
enforcement, or corporate investigations, the integration of Daubert-compliant methodology with
steganography detection strengthens confidence in the intelligence produced.

As adversaries evolve and embed data within increasingly complex digital environments,
analysts who combine rigorous forensic methods with an understanding of evidentiary
standards will be best positioned to deliver intelligence that supports both immediate
decision-making and long-term prosecutorial success.

References & Tools
Forensic Tools & Software

FTK Imager — Evidence acquisition, imaging, and hash verification.

Autopsy — Open-source digital forensic platform for file and artifact analysis.

E3 (Evidence Examiner Enterprise) — Forensic validation and hash value comparison.
StegExpose — Open-source steganalysis tool for detecting hidden payloads in images.
OpenPuff — Steganography tool used to extract hidden data from carrier files.

Frameworks & Standards
e Daubert Standard — U.S. Federal Rule of Evidence 702; criteria for admissibility of
expert and scientific testimony in court.
e Chain of Custody Procedures — Standard forensic practice ensuring integrity and
admissibility of digital evidence.
Reference Material

e Digital Forensics, Investigation, and Response (4th Edition) — Guidance for forensic
methodology and lab exercises.
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