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Introduction
Crimes are routinely and regularly solved many years later 
because of new DNA technologies that were not readily 
available when the crimes were committed. These cold 
cases are resolved because of DNA extraction and DNA 
typing. Scientific methods have led forensic examiners to 
now be able to make identifications through blood and 
epithelial cells in virtually every part of the country (U.S. 
Department of Justice, 2020). This leads to the closing of 
cases that many people may have forgotten about, as well 
as bringing closure to the families of loved ones who have 
lost their lives or been victimized.

The Boston Strangler case was selected to demonstrate how 
DNA has advanced the completion of forensic cases. This 
case is just one of the many cold cases that would have 
otherwise gone unsolved but was reopened because of new 
DNA advances that aided in solving the mystery.

Background
There are 2 main DNA technological advances that have been 
instrumental in the solving of previously unsolved cases. This 
section will be used to explain these methods in detail. 

• DNA Extraction: This method consists of 3 steps including 
lysis, precipitation, and purification. Lysis refers to the 
breaking of the cell and nucleus resulting in the release of 
DNA. Precipitation separates the newly-freed DNA from 
leftover cellular debris. Lastly, purification occurs to purify or 
clean the DNA (The Basics of DNA Extraction, n.d.). This is 
useful in the forensic setting for the identification of 
unknown DNA evidence found in crime scenes. 

• DNA Typing: This method involves the analysis, 
comparison, and matching of genetic-markers found in DNA 
to an individual suspected of a crime (DNA Typing: 
Technical Considerations, 2020). This technique was used 
in the Boston Strangler Case 50 years later by comparing a 
positive match with a relative of Albert DeSalvo, the Boston 
Strangler. 

Case Study
The Boston Strangler Case was chosen to demonstrate how DNA 
has advanced in the completion of forensic cold cases, helping to 
solve this case, regarding 11 women who were raped and 
strangled, many years after the DNA was found but could not be 
processed. 

The Boston Strangler would later be identified as Albert DeSalvo, 
who confessed to the killings and rape of the 11 victims. DeSalvo 
would later recant his confession leaving investigators to try and 
pin him to the crimes. This would prove to be challenging since 
the crimes occurred in the 1960s when no DNA technology had 
been created yet.

This case would eventually become a cold case because of the 
lack of DNA evidence retrieved from the scenes. The only piece 
of evidence found was seminal fluid on one victim. The re-
opening and ultimate solving of this case will be discussed in the 
next section.

Figure 1: Albert DeSalvo after
admitting to the rapes and 
murders before recanting.
Image from 
https://www.nytimes.com/2013/
07/12/us/dna-evidence-
Identified-in-boston-strangler-
case.html

.

Figure 2: Boston PD exhuming
DeSalvo’s body after DNA
of his nephew gave probable 
cause.
Image from
https://boston.cbslocal.com/
2013/07/12/albert-desalvos-
body-exhumed-for-dna-in-
Boston-strangler-case/

Discussion
• The Boston Strangler Case was solved by matching seminal 

fluid from 1 of the 11 victims to DNA from a relative of the 
prime suspect, Albert DeSalvo, who had been murdered in 
prison in 1973.

• The Boston Police Department’s cold case squad was able to 
utilize funding from the NIJ “to test DNA from a nephew of 
DeSalvo’s and look for a match with seminal fluid” found at 
one of the crime scenes from 1964 (Bulman, 2014).

• The DNA examiners were able to use DNA typing to find 
specific genetic-markers linking DeSalvo’s nephew with the 
unknown sample from the evidence. This positive hit gave 
investigators the DNA evidence needed to convict Albert 
DeSalvo of the 11 rapes and murders from the 1960s had he 
still been alive.

• This task was accomplished in 2013, more than 50 years after 
the crimes were committed.

• This case could not have been solved without the use of new 
scientific discoveries and technologies.

Conclusion
In conclusion, new DNA technologies have been instrumental in 
the closings of multiple cold cases. With technology ever-
changing, new studies should be conducted regularly. 
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