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J4 Natural Variation in Modern Handwriting

Jane A. Lewis, MFS*, 544 E Ogden Avenue, Ste 700-289, Milwaukee, WI 53202

After attending this presentation, attendees will have learned about the extent of natural variation in modern handwritten 

correspondence.

This presentation will impact the forensic science community by developing an appreciation for the range of natural variation that 

IRUHQVLF�GRFXPHQW�H[DPLQHUV�FDQ�H[SHFW�WR�HQFRXQWHU�LQ�WKHLU�FDVHZRUN�WRGD\�
0RWLYDWHG�E\�FKDQJHV�LQ�PRGHUQ�KDQGZULWLQJ�GXH�WR�PRUH�NH\ERDUGLQJ�DW�WKH�FRPSXWHU��OHVV�FXUVLYH�KDQGZULWLQJ�WDXJKW�LQ�VFKRROV��

and more hand printing in general use, a study was conducted to determine the extent of the range of natural variation in modern 

KDQGZULWLQJ�� �1DWXUDO� YDULDWLRQ� UHVXOWV� IURP� HDFK� SHUVRQ¶V� GHSDUWXUH� IURP� WKH� FRS\ERRN� KDQGZULWLQJ� V\VWHP� WKDW� WKH\�ZHUH� WDXJKW�
LQ�VFKRRO���1DWXUDO�YDULDWLRQ�LV�RQH�RI�WKH�EDVLF�SULQFLSOHV�RI�KDQGZULWLQJ�LGHQWL¿FDWLRQ���1R�RQH�ZULWHV�H[DFWO\�WKH�VDPH�ZD\�WZLFH���
$SSUHFLDWLRQ�IRU�WKH�UDQJH�RI�QDWXUDO�YDULDWLRQ�LQ�TXHVWLRQHG�DQG�NQRZQ�ZULWLQJV�KHOSV�IRUHQVLF�GRFXPHQW�H[DPLQHUV�FRUUHFWO\�LGHQWLI\�
or eliminate writers of questioned documents.

Envelopes bearing handwritten names and addresses from ten writers were collected from 2011 to 2014.  The number of envelopes 

IURP�WKH�WHQ�ZULWHUV�YDULHG�IURP�WZR�WR�VHYHQ�� �0RVW�ZULWHUV�KDG�WKUHH�KDQGZULWWHQ�HQYHORSHV�HDFK�� �$OVR�� WKH�KDQGZULWLQJ�RI� WKUHH�
VLEOLQJV�ZDV�LQWHUFRPSDUHG�IRU�WKH�UDQJH�RI�QDWXUDO�YDULDWLRQ�DQG�WKH�VLJQL¿FDQW�GLIIHUHQFHV�VHSDUDWLQJ�WKHP���7KH�GLIIHUHQFHV�SURYHG�
VLJQL¿FDQW�HYHQ�WKRXJK�WKH�VLEOLQJV�JUHZ�XS�LQ�WKH�VDPH�KRXVH�DQG�OHDUQHG�WR�ZULWH�LQ�WKH�VDPH�JUDGH�VFKRRO���+DQGZULWLQJ�FRQVLGHUHG�
IURP�HDFK�HQYHORSH�FRQVLVWHG�RI�D�¿UVW�DQG�ODVW�QDPH��FLW\�QDPH��VWDWH�DEEUHYLDWLRQ��DQG�]LS�FRGH�QXPHUDOV���7KH�QXPEHU�RI�WLPHV�HDFK�
letter of the name and additional address material appeared in the envelopes written by each writer was recorded along with the range of 

YDULDWLRQ�RI�WKH�IRUPV�RI�HDFK�OHWWHU�RU�QXPEHU�HYDOXDWHG���(DFK�RI�WKH����FKDUDFWHUV�HYDOXDWHG�IRU�HDFK�ZULWHU�ZDV�UDWHG�1�IRU�QDUURZ��0�
for moderate, or W for wide range of variation.  The sample letters examined for their range of natural variation in the envelope writings 

of each writer revealed that these modern writers maintained a narrow to moderate range of natural variation.  Only a few examples of 

a wide range of variation were observed.

Forensic document examiners consider many more features than basic letter construction in their typical examinations and 

FRPSDULVRQV�WKDQ�WKRVH�FRQVLGHUHG�LQ�WKLV�VWXG\���7KH�JRDO�ZDV�WR�PDNH�DQ�HI¿FLHQW�DVVHVVPHQW�RI�QDWXUDO�YDULDWLRQ�LQ�PRGHUQ�KDQGZULWLQJ�
using limited features.

7KH�VDPSOHV�DUH�UHSUHVHQWDWLYH�RI�HYHU\GD\�KDQGZULWLQJ��KRZHYHU��WKH\�DUH�SRVVLEO\�RI�D�PRUH�IRUPDO�ZULWLQJ�VW\OH�VLQFH�WKH\�ZHUH�
written for clarity so that each could be delivered via the United States Postal Service system.  Examples of the types of letter forms in 

the handwritten addresses from the ten writers will be demonstrated.  This study will help forensic document examiners appreciate the 

degree of natural variation found in modern correspondence.
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