
What’s Wrong with 
Current Practices of 
Hair Strand Testing
How To Best Challenge Disputed Results To Get the Best 
For Your Client





Legal 
Principals
Re D [2024] 

D, Re (Children Interim Care Order Hair Strand Testing) 
[2024] EWCA Civ 498 (10 May 2024)

• It is still an evolving field, and, as previous case law has 
cautioned, hair strand testing has its limitations.  

• The variability of findings from hair strand testing does not 
call into question the underlying science but emphasises the 
need to treat data with proper caution.



RE H (A Child)
[2018]

� Re H (A Child: Hair Strand Testing) [2017] EWFC 64, 
[2018] 1 FLR 762 Peter Jackson J

• Most of the information is factual, and in some cases it will be 
interpreted by experts, who will express an opinion. That will be 
the case when scientific investigations such as hair strand tests 
are carried out.

• I would suggest that reports record all findings, …. 

• It is at the interpretation stage where the results can be judged 
in the full context of the case and all associated influencing 
factors.



Other 
messages 
from case law

- There is a risk that the results will acquire a pseudo-certainty, 
particularly because (unlike most other forms of information in 
this field) they appear as number (re H)

- Three experts could not agree on what the findings meant (Re H) 
“there are variables in relation to hair colour, race, hair condition 
(bleaching and straightening damages hair), pregnancy and body 
size. Then there are the variables inherent in the testing 
process.”

- Three experts in case agreed hair strand testing should never be 
regarded as determinative or conclusive (London Borough of 
Islington v M and another [2017]  EWHC 364 (Fam) (Hayden J)



Guidance from 
TIAFT 2019

� Professor A. Robert W. Forrest presented a paper; Hair 
Strand Analysis Evidence in Court’ which concluded:

� “Toxicologists reporting hair strand analysis results 

should move away from simply providing results by the 

application of cut-offs, to a process of assisting the 

Courts as experts by providing data supported, 

evidence-based opinions.”



Is HST 
Evidence 
Reliable

� The science supporting hair testing is well established and 
reliable

� Test results can be considered as factual evidence

� Interpretation of test results is expert opinion evidence

� For reliable opinion evidence, the expert must establish and 
consider all prevailing context, influences and chain of 
evidence that impact results and interpretation in each case

� If the testing laboratories use cut-offs and rely on the test 
result in isolation to form their opinions, the evidence will be 
unreliable



Why Cut-offs 
Fail -
No Chain 
of Evidence



Why Cut-offs 
Fail –
All Drugs are 
Different

Cannabidiol

Cannabinol

THC0

10

20

30

40

50

60

70

80

3 to 4cm
2 to 3cm

1 to 2cm
0 to 1cm

0 to 3cm

Cannabidiol

Cannabinol

THC

Cut-Off Level for 
THC

Cannabis Profile – Regular user



Why Cut-offs 
Fail – 
Hair colour

SoHT reporting 

Cut-Off 200 pg/mg



Why Cut-offs 
Fail – 
Lab variation 



Why Cut-offs 
Fail – 
Hair collection 
site cocaine

Distribution of Cocaine Levels

Distribution of Sweat levels

• Variability of up to 105-fold difference in level reported 

• Up to ~10-fold difference on adjacent sites

• Different for different drugs



Hair dye

• Bleach and Permanent Hair Dye 
can remove up to 80% of drug 
from hair  

• Drugs transferred along the hair

• Drugs absorbed into the hair



Thermal 
straighteners
- damage
- AEME – 
“crack”



Impact of dye 
and thermal 
treatment



Cut offs – false 
reporting of 
drug users and 
non-users

~12% hair samples cases ‘not’ using Heroin

~18% hair samples cases ‘not’ using Cocaine

~22% hair samples chronic Heroin users

~20% hair samples chronic Cocaine users

~60% hair samples chronic Cannabis users

 

‘Positive’   Chronic use

‘Positive’   Chronic use

‘Negative’   No use

‘Negative’   No use

‘Negative’   No use

Industry Interpretation

Applying SoHT Cut-offs to results of ~3000 FTS hair samples 
from cases with known and supported outcomes



How to 
challenge this 
evidence 

Instruct it properly from the start

Expert opinion evidence

Part 25, letter of instruction

Don’t tell the expert how to do their job!

The expert will test the samples required



How to 
challenge 
disputed result 

� “It is at the interpretation stage where the results can be 
judged in the full context of the case and all associated 
influencing factors.” – RE H

� - has the expert established and considered all influencing factors? 
Or applied a cut off?

� - are their relevant factors that have been ignored?

� - research – if in doubt ask for supporting data and/or publications

� - Family Law Journal Articles

� - Coram resources 



Challenge the 
expert



Resources 

� Coram Resource pages 

� videos

� Sample LOIs

� Order

� Articles 

� Resolution podcast

� Family Law Journal Articles (July 23, August 24) 


