Forensic Data Collection Explained For
Lawyers

Forensic data collection is an evidential act, not an IT task. This guide explains the seven
pillars of forensic collection: repeatability, audit trail, timestamps, hash verification, source
preservation, metadata, and chain of custody. It covers standards, proportionality, common
mistakes, and questions to ask.

e-discovery.uk, Computer Forensics Lab. Published 2026-08-30.
https://e-discovery.uk/library/forensic-data-collection-explained-for-lawyers

FORENSIC COLLECTION - A GUIDE FOR UK LAWYERS Forensic Data Collection Explained
for Lawyers Repeatability, Hashes, Metadata and the Chain of Custody COMPUTER
FORENSICS LAB

§ ABOUT THE AUTHOR PREPARED BY COMPUTER FORENSICS LAB E-DISCOVERY TEAM
CRIMPR PART 19 EXPERT EVIDENCE FULL CHAIN-OF-CUSTODY DOCUMENTATION

8 CONTENTS In this guide 01 Executive summary 02 The problem in plain English: copying is
not collecting 03 What makes a collection forensic: the seven pillars 04 Pillar 1 - Repeatability
05 Pillar 2 - The audit trail 06 Pillar 3 - Timestamps 07 Pillar 4 - Hash verification 08 Pillar 5 -
Source preservation 09 Pillar 6 - Metadata 10 Pillar 7 - Chain of custody 11 The standards
frame: NPCC, FSR, ISO 12 Forensic collection and proportionality 13 Worked examples 14
Common mistakes and technical limitations 15 Questions to ask - Suggested wording 16
Checklist and red flags - When to involve a digital forensic expert 17 Frequently asked
guestions 18 Glossary - References - Disclaimer - How a specialist laboratory can assist

§ 01 - ORIENTATION Executive summary THE HEADLINE POINT:
COLLECTIONISANEVIDENTIALACT, NOT AN IT T ASK

§ 02 - FIRST PRINCIPLES The problem in plain English: copying is not collecting

§ 03 - THEMAP What makes a collection forensic: the seven pillars PILLAR IN ONE

SENTENCE WHAT ITS ABSENCE COSTS 1 - Repeatability Method, tools, versions and settings
documented so The collection becomes one person's 2 - Audit trail Contemporaneous logs of
every action taken, by Gaps invite the inference that 3 - Timestamps Original file and system
times preserved; collection The chronology (often the case) 4 - Hash verification

Cryptographic fingerprints computed at acquisition No demonstrable identity between what 5 -
Source preservation The original unaltered (write-blocked, read-only The best evidence is
contaminated by 6 - Metadata Dates, authors, paths, permissions and system Documents float
free of the history that 7 - Chain of custody An unbroken, signed record of possession,

storage Admissibility friction, weight reduction,

§ 04 - PILLAR1 Repeatability
8 05 - PILLAR2 The audit trail

8§ 06 - PILLAR3 Timestamps



§ 07 - PILLAR4 Hash verification

§ 08 - PILLARS Source preservation

§ 09 - PILLAR6 Metadata

8 10 - PILLAR7 Chain of custody

§ 11 - THE FRAMEWORK The standards frame: NPCC, FSR, ISO

§ 12 - SCALEWITHOUTSACRIFICE Forensic collection and proportionality

§ 13 - IN THE WILD Worked examples EXAMPLE1 - THEHELPFULITDEPARTMENT
EXAMPLE2 - THECHALLENGETHATVERIFICATIONENDED EXAMPLES - TARGETED,
ANDSTILLFORENSIC

8 14 - WHEREITGOESWRONG Common mistakes and technical limitations Common mistakes
Technical limitations

§ 15 - INTERROGATORIES & DRAFTING AIDS Questions to ask - Suggested wording Ask
your client Ask your opponent Ask your e Discovery / forensic provider SUGGESTED
WORDING - INSTRUCTION PA R AG RAPHFORAFORENSICCOLLECTION

8 16 - QUICK CONTROL Checklist and red flags - When to involve a digital forensic expert The
forensic collection checklist Red flags When to involve a digital forensic expert

§ 17 - COMMON QUESTIONS Frequently asked questions Is evidence collected
non-forensically inadmissible? Our IT team is competent. Why can they not do the collection?
Does forensic collection mean imaging everything, at huge cost? What does forensic collection
actually cost? The other side collected their disclosure casually. What do we do with that? How
long should collected evidence and its records be kept?

§ 18 - REFERENCE Glossary Sources and authoritative references DISCLAIMER

8§ HOW A SPECIALIST LABORATORY CAN ASSIST Working with Computer Forensics Lab
Speak to a forensic examiner, not a salesperson. INSTRUCTTHELAB
NEWENQUIRIESEMAILE - DISCOVERY



Questions and answers

Is evidence collected non-forensically inadmissible?

Not automatically: civil courts admit relevant evidence and weigh it, and plenty of cases
proceed on imperfectly collected material. The cost is weight and vulnerability: every gap
becomes a submission for the other side, authenticity challenges cannot be conclusively
answered, and where the collection's flaws touch the very documents in dispute, the evidence
may be effectively neutralised. Forensic collection is not an admissibility ticket; it is the
difference between evidence that withstands attack and evidence that invites it.

Our IT team is competent. Why can they not do the collection?

Sometimes, for genuinely routine sources under examiner supervision and to a written
protocol, they can, and a good laboratory will design exactly that hybrid to save cost. What IT
teams lack is not skill but forensic method and independence: their tools are administrative
rather than evidential, their notes are rarely contemporaneous, and as employees of a party
their handling is an easy target. The question the court will ask is not "were they clever?" but
"can this be verified, and by whom?"

Does forensic collection mean imaging everything, at huge cost?

No: that is the most common misconception in instructions. Scope (image, logical, targeted) is a
proportionality decision made source by source; the forensic pillars (repeatability, hashing,
logging, metadata, custody) apply at every scope and add modestly to cost. A targeted collection
done forensic all y is routinely the right answer in civil matters, with full imaging reserved for

the contested few sources where deleted data and artefact-level analysis may matter.

What does forensic collection actually cost?

Ranges, honestly stated: a straightforward single-device image or a targeted mailbox
collection is typically hundreds to low thousands of pounds; multi-source corporate collections
scale with source count and logistics rather than drama. The comparison that matters is with
the alternative: one authenticity challenge that cannot be answered, or one re-collection
ordered because the first was casual, costs more than the forensic version of the entire
exercise would have.

The other side collected their disclosure casually. What do we do with that?

Ask the questions in 8§15 in correspondence: method, tools, hashes, custody, clock handling. If
the answers are absent or embarrassing, the options escalate: requiring re-collection or
verification of specific contested exhibits, an expert-review protocol, adverse submissions on
weight, and in serious cases an application concerning the integrity of their disclosure.
Calibrate to material it y: casual collection of peripheral documents is a point; casual collection
of the document the case turns on is a theme.

How long should collected evidence and its records be kept?

Until the proceedings and any realistic appeal are exhausted, and in regulated or
criminal-adjacent contexts for the period the applicable rules require; agree the retention and
eventual destruction or return in writing with the laboratory at the outset. The custody record
should close the loop: the entry recording certified destruction or return is the chain's final
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