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The Role of Social Media in Criminal

Investigation

RATNESH KUMAR PANDEY! AND PARMOD TRIPATHI?

ABSTRACT
This research paper examines the growing role of social media in modern criminal

investigations and its transformative impact on policing and evidence collection. With the
rapid expansion of digital communication platforms, criminal behaviour has increasingly
migrated to online environments, creating new opportunities and challenges for law
enforcement agencies. The study explores how social media functions as a critical source
of Open-Source Intelligence (OSINT), enabling investigators to gather real-time
information, identify suspects, track movements, map criminal networks, and analyse
behavioural patterns through digital footprints.

The paper highlights the evidentiary value of social media content, including posts, images,
videos, geolocation data, and communication records, which assist in establishing
timelines, motives, and links between suspects. It also discusses the use of social media in
predictive policing, monitoring public sentiment, crowdsourcing information, and
improving communication between law enforcement and the public. These developments
have shifted policing from a reactive to a proactive model, enhancing efficiency and
community participation in crime prevention.

However, the research also critically evaluates the legal and ethical challenges associated
with the investigative use of social media. Issues relating to privacy, data protection,
admissibility of digital evidence, surveillance concerns, and the risk of misuse or
misinterpretation of online data are examined within the framework of constitutional
safeguards and procedural law. The paper emphasises the need for clear legal frameworks,
Judicial oversight, and ethical guidelines to ensure that social media is used responsibly
and proportionately.

The study concludes that while social media has become an indispensable investigative tool
in the digital age, its effective use requires a careful balance between technological
advancement and the protection of fundamental rights. Establishing robust regulatory
mechanisms and professional standards is essential to maximise the benefits of social media
in criminal investigations while safeguarding civil liberties.
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I. INTRODUCTION

In the digital age, social media platforms such as Facebook, Instagram, X (formerly Twitter),
WhatsApp, YouTube, Snapchat, and Telegram have become central to human interaction. As
communication and social life have shifted online, criminal activities have also adapted to the
digital environment. Consequently, law enforcement agencies now use social media both as a
source of intelligence and as a space for proactive policing. The role of social media in criminal
investigation has expanded from passive monitoring to real-time data analysis and predictive

crime detection.
I1. CONCEPTUAL FRAMEWORK

A. Definition of Social Media

Social media refers to a broad category of internet-based platforms and technologies that enable
users to create, share, exchange, and interact with information and content in real time. These
platforms facilitate communication, networking, community-building, and the dissemination of

ideas through multimedia formats such as text, images, videos, audio clips, and live streams.

Social media is characterized by user-generated content (UGC)—that is, content produced by
individuals rather than traditional media institutions. This distinguishes social media from
conventional forms of mass communication like television, newspapers, and radio, where
communication is one-directional. Social media allows two-way or multidirectional

communication, enabling users to engage interactively.
Academic Definitions of Social Media
Various scholars define social media differently:

o Kaplan & Haenlein (2010) define social media as “a group of internet-based
applications that build on the ideological and technological foundations of Web 2.0,

allowing the creation and exchange of user-generated content.”

e Boyd & Ellison (2007) define it as “web-based services that allow individuals to
construct profiles, create lists of connections, and view and navigate the profiles of

others within the system.”
These definitions highlight its interactive, participatory, and network-driven nature.
B. Criminal Investigation
Criminal investigation is a systematic, scientific, and legally regulated process through which

law enforcement agencies collect, analyse, and preserve evidence to determine whether a crime
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has been committed and to identify the offender. It involves a combination of forensic
techniques, intelligence gathering, witness examination, interrogation, digital analysis, and

procedural compliance governed by criminal law and constitutional safeguards.

Criminal investigation is not merely about solving crimes—it also ensures justice, rule of law,

and protection of rights for both the victim and the accused.
Nature and Scope of Criminal Investigation
Criminal investigation is a multidisciplinary activity involving:

e Law: Compliance with Criminal Procedure Code (CrPC), Indian Penal Code (IPC),

Evidence Act, etc.
e Science: Forensics, DNA analysis, ballistics tests, cyber forensics.
e Technology: CCTV, GPS data, mobile tracking, social media analysis.
o Psychology: Interrogation techniques, behavioural profiling.
o Intelligence: Surveillance, undercover operations, OSINT.
C. Digital Footprint

A digital footprint refers to the trace or record of a person’s online activities, interactions, and
data generated while using digital devices, applications, and internet-based services. It includes
every piece of information that users intentionally or unintentionally leave behind in the digital
environment. Digital footprints help investigators track behaviour, identify patterns, establish

timelines, and gather evidence for criminal investigations.

Digital footprint is a critical concept in modern policing because nearly all human activities—

communication, banking, shopping, travel, socialization—leave some form of digital trace.
Types of Digital Footprints
Digital footprints are generally categorized into two main types:
1. Active Digital Footprint

Created intentionally by the user through conscious online engagement.
Examples include:

e Social media posts, comments, likes, shares

o Uploading photos, videos, stories, reels

o Emails, chats, messages
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e Online forms and registrations
e Search queries on Google
e Blogs, reviews, public profiles

Active footprints are deliberate and visible, making them easier for investigators to access,

especially if publicly shared.
2. Passive Digital Footprint
Created unintentionally without the user’s active involvement.
Examples include:
o [P addresses automatically logged by websites
e Location tracking through GPS, Wi-Fi, or mobile networks
e Browsing history stored by browsers
e Cookies and metadata
e App usage data
e Device logs and background activity

Passive footprints are more subtle and often require legal permissions (e.g., warrants, court

orders) for access.
Components of a Digital Footprint
A digital footprint includes multiple layers of data:
1. Metadata
Information that describes other data, such as:
e Date and time of post
e Geolocation
e Device details
o File size, type, and creation history
Metadata is crucial for establishing the authenticity and timeline of events.
2. Communication Records
Includes:

o Call detail records (CDRs)
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SMS logs
WhatsApp/Telegram chats
Email logs

Voice call recordings (if permitted by law)

These records help verify alibis, relationships, and communication patterns.

3. Location Data

Generated by:

GPS devices
Cellular networks
Wi-Fi routers

Fitness bands and wearable smart devices

Helps in mapping movements, identifying presence at crime scenes, or tracing missing persons.

4. Behavioural Patterns

Algorithms store information such as:

Online shopping preferences
Browsing tendencies
Social media engagement

App usage frequency

Behavioural profiling assists in suspect identification and motives.

5. Device and Network Information

Includes:

MAC address
IMEI number
IP logs

Browser fingerprints

These identifiers help link digital actions to specific devices or individuals.
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II1. ROLE OF SOCIAL MEDIA IN MODERN CRIMINAL INVESTIGATIONS

A. Intelligence Gathering (Open-Source Intelligence — OSINT)

One of the most significant contributions of social media to modern criminal investigation is its
role in intelligence gathering through Open-Source Intelligence (OSINT). OSINT refers to the
systematic collection and analysis of publicly available information to support investigative
processes. Social media platforms such as Facebook, X (formerly Twitter), Instagram,
YouTube, LinkedIn, and various discussion forums have emerged as rich repositories of real-
time data generated by millions of users. This massive volume of user-generated content
provides investigators with valuable leads that can help in understanding criminal behaviour,

mapping networks of suspects, and predicting potential threats.

Through OSINT, law enforcement agencies can monitor public posts, comments, photos,
videos, geolocation tags, and even the behavioural patterns exhibited by individuals online. For
instance, suspects often reveal personal information on their profiles, share their daily routines,
or publicly express their intentions, which may become essential clues. Social media posts
containing images or videos can further provide indirect evidence, such as identifiable locations,

vehicles, clothing, or companions that connect suspects to a crime.

Another important aspect of OSINT is the ability to track digital conversations and trending
topics, which can help investigators identify emerging criminal activities such as organised
protests turning violent, recruitment for extremist activities, cyberstalking, or illegal trading of
drugs and weapons conducted through coded online communication. In addition, online
communities and groups sometimes become hubs for planning or coordinating unlawful

activities, and monitoring such spaces can offer early indicators of potential threats.

Law enforcement agencies increasingly use specialised OSINT tools such as web crawlers,
social media analytics software, and sentiment analysis engines to process large amounts of data
efficiently. These tools help identify patterns, connections, and anomalies that may not be
visible through manual observation. By analysing the social networks of suspects—who they
interact with, the content they share, and the frequency of communication—investigators can

map criminal networks more accurately.

Overall, OSINT has transformed the investigative process by enabling access to timely and
relevant information without the need for covert operations. The spontaneous and unfiltered
nature of social media communication makes it a valuable resource for investigators seeking to

gather intelligence in a cost-effective, non-intrusive, and real-time manner.
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B. Identifying Suspects and Establishing Links

Social media has become a powerful tool for identifying suspects and establishing connections
between individuals involved in criminal activities. As people increasingly document their lives
online, they leave behind a vast digital trail that can help investigators trace their identity,
behaviour, and relationships. When an offence occurs, law enforcement agencies often examine
social media profiles to gather preliminary information about potential suspects. Even minimal
details such as profile pictures, usernames, status updates, tagged posts, or personal interests

can provide significant clues regarding a person's identity and background.

One of the key advantages of social media in this aspect is its ability to reveal relationships and
associations. Photos, comments, likes, and tagged friends can help investigators map a suspect’s
social circle and identify possible accomplices or co-conspirators. For example, gang members
frequently share images showcasing group activities, symbols, or weapons, inadvertently
exposing their networks. Advanced investigative techniques such as social network analysis can
further highlight central figures within a group, communication patterns, and the hierarchy of

criminal organisations.

Moreover, social media platforms often maintain location-based metadata, such as geotags on
photos or check-in features, which can connect a suspect to a crime scene or reveal their
movements before and after the offence. Even deleted posts or private messages can sometimes
be retrieved legally through platform cooperation or digital forensics, offering deeper insights

into a suspect’s intentions or involvement.

Crowdsourcing information is another important dimension. After a crime, law enforcement
agencies often release CCTV images or suspect sketches online, encouraging citizens to come
forward with information. This collaborative approach has successfully helped identify suspects
in several high-profile cases worldwide. The viral nature of social media accelerates this process

by rapidly spreading information to large audiences.

Therefore, social media plays an essential role in suspect identification by providing direct and
indirect information that can establish identity, track movements, confirm associations, and
uncover motives. The combination of voluntary self-disclosure by users and advanced

analytical tools makes it an indispensable component of modern criminal investigations.
C. Evidence Collection and Preservation

Social media has significantly expanded the scope and methods of evidence collection in
criminal investigations. The posts, photographs, videos, messages, and interactions shared on

social networking platforms can serve as vital pieces of digital evidence. Unlike traditional
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forms of evidence, social media evidence is often spontaneous, real-time, and difficult for
suspects to manipulate once investigators have preserved it. As individuals frequently use social
media to express emotions, opinions, or experiences, they may unknowingly reveal

incriminating details, which become crucial in proving guilt or establishing intent.

One of the primary advantages of social media as evidence is its chronological and traceable
nature. For instance, timestamped posts, live videos, or status updates can establish a timeline
of events that helps investigators understand what a suspect was doing before, during, or after
the commission of a crime. Photos and videos uploaded by suspects or witnesses may also
capture important visual details such as weapons, stolen property, or the presence of other
individuals involved. Even background elements in a photo—such as buildings, street signs, or

objects—can offer valuable leads.

Preservation of social media evidence is a crucial step because online content can be easily
deleted or altered. Investigators therefore use digital forensics tools to capture screenshots,
download videos, or extract metadata to ensure authenticity and maintain a proper chain of
custody. Courts increasingly accept social media evidence, provided it is collected legally,
verified for authenticity, and preserved in compliance with procedural guidelines. Forensic
specialists often rely on metadata such as IP addresses, device information, or geolocation tags

to further validate an individual’s connection to a particular piece of content.

Furthermore, private messages and chats exchanged on platforms like Facebook, WhatsApp, or
Instagram may contain conversations that reveal planning or conspiracy behind criminal acts.
While access to such information requires legal authorization, once obtained, it offers critical
insight into the motives, relationships, and intentions of suspects. Social media platform
providers, when approached through legal channels, also assist by sharing archived or deleted

data that may not be accessible directly to users.

In essence, social media has become a robust source of digital evidence, offering investigators
unique opportunities to uncover facts, connect events, and substantiate claims. Its dynamic and
pervasive nature ensures that even the smallest interaction can potentially become a significant

piece of evidence in solving complex criminal cases.
D. Monitoring Public Sentiment and Predictive Policing

Social media has also emerged as a critical tool for monitoring public sentiment and supporting
predictive policing strategies. Millions of people share their thoughts, emotions, grievances, and
reactions on platforms such as Facebook, X (Twitter), and Instagram, creating a vast pool of

real-time public opinion. By analysing these digital expressions, law enforcement agencies can
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assess community tensions, identify emerging threats, and predict potential incidents of unrest

or criminal activity.

Monitoring public sentiment involves analysing trends, keywords, hashtags, and discussions on
social media to understand the collective mood of a community. For instance, sudden spikes in
negative sentiment or the spread of inflammatory content may signal the possibility of violence,
protests, or mass disturbances. Tools such as sentiment analysis software and machine learning
algorithms help investigators scan thousands of posts instantly and identify high-risk narratives

or individuals encouraging harmful activities.

Predictive policing builds on this information by using data-driven methods to anticipate where
and when criminal activities might occur. Social media plays an essential role in feeding these
systems with timely and relevant information. For example, if several users report suspicious
behaviour in a neighbourhood or warn about potential gang conflicts online, police can deploy
resources to that area proactively. Similarly, social media alerts law enforcement to potential
flashpoints such as communal tensions, political gatherings, viral challenges encouraging

harmful acts, or coordinated criminal attempts planned through online groups.

Another important dimension is the identification of misinformation and fake news, which often
escalate fear and hostility. Law enforcement agencies monitor social media to detect and
counter harmful rumours before they lead to public disorder. By issuing clarifications or alerts
through official social media accounts, authorities engage directly with citizens to promote

transparency and reduce unnecessary panic.

Predictive policing through social media is not solely about crime prevention; it also enhances
public safety during emergencies. During natural disasters, accidents, or terrorist incidents,
social media posts provide real-time updates that help authorities locate victims, identify

affected areas, and coordinate rescue operations effectively.

While predictive policing offers many advantages, it also demands careful consideration of
ethical concerns such as privacy, data protection, and the risk of algorithmic bias. Therefore,
agencies must ensure that data collected from social media is used responsibly, lawfully, and

proportionately.

Overall, the use of social media in monitoring public sentiment and enabling predictive policing
has transformed traditional law enforcement from a reactive model to a more proactive and

preventive approach, enhancing both efficiency and community safety.

E. Public Assistance and Crowdsourcing Information
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Public assistance through social media has become a crucial asset in criminal investigations,
enabling law enforcement agencies to tap into the collective knowledge and vigilance of the
community. Social media platforms offer a direct and effective channel through which police
can communicate with the public, seek cooperation, and gather important leads in ongoing
investigations. This approach transforms ordinary citizens into active partners who contribute

valuable information that may otherwise remain undiscovered.

One of the most common methods of crowdsourcing information is the dissemination of alerts,
suspect sketches, CCTV footage, or missing-person notices through official police social media
accounts. The viral nature of these posts helps ensure rapid and wide circulation, significantly
increasing the chances of identifying a suspect or locating a missing individual. Citizens who
recognize suspects or have relevant details can respond instantly, providing investigators with
actionable leads within minutes. This collaborative mechanism has been instrumental in solving

numerous cases such as kidnapping, hit-and-run incidents, and thefts.

Additionally, social media serves as a platform for gathering eyewitness accounts. Individuals
present at a crime scene often post photos, videos, or descriptions of events on their personal
profiles. Investigators can use public posts to understand what transpired, gather evidence, or
identify persons who may have direct knowledge of the incident. Encouraging the public to
share information also fosters a sense of trust and cooperation between the police and the

community.

Crowdsourcing is particularly effective during crises or emergencies. For example, during
natural disasters, riots, or terror attacks, citizens often share real-time updates from the ground,
enabling law enforcement agencies to respond more efficiently. Social media also allows
authorities to dispel rumours, correct misinformation, and provide verified instructions, helping

maintain public order.

Furthermore, initiatives like “crime reporting hotlines” or anonymous tip portals integrated with
social media pages empower citizens to report suspicious activities without fear of exposure.
Platforms such as WhatsApp have been increasingly used for neighbourhood watch groups,

enabling communities to collaborate with police in monitoring local crime patterns.

However, while crowdsourcing offers numerous benefits, investigators must exercise caution.
Not all information shared by the public is accurate, and false leads can divert valuable
resources. Therefore, law enforcement agencies must verify and authenticate all data received

from social media before acting upon it.

Overall, public assistance through social media strengthens the investigative process by
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enhancing community engagement, speeding up information flow, and creating a participatory
model of policing where citizens and law enforcement agencies work together to promote safety

and justice.
F. Tracking the Movement of Suspects

Social media has become an invaluable tool for tracking the movement and activities of suspects
in real time. Many individuals frequently share their locations, routines, and lifestyle online—
often without realizing the investigative value of such information. Platforms like Facebook,
Instagram, Snapchat, and even fitness apps allow users to “check-in” at places, post geotagged
photos, or share live updates, thereby creating a chronological map of their activities. For
investigators, this digital trail can help reconstruct a suspect’s movements before, during, and

after the commission of a crime.

Geolocation data embedded in posts and photographs provides precise information about where
and when a user was present at a particular location. Even when geo-tags are disabled, metadata
stored within images or videos can often reveal hidden location details. This becomes
particularly useful in cases involving kidnapping, organised crime, trafficking, or drug-related

offences where suspects frequently change locations to evade law enforcement.

Additionally, social media stories and live-streaming features offer real-time insights into a
suspect’s whereabouts. For example, individuals often broadcast their activities through
Instagram Live or Facebook Live without being aware that investigators can monitor such
content. Even deleted posts may still be retrievable through digital forensics or through platform

cooperation, helping investigators understand the broader timeline of events.

Apart from direct geolocation, indirect clues in social media content can also aid tracking.
Visual backgrounds in photos—such as landmarks, storefronts, street signs, or unique
environmental features—can provide hints about where a suspect might be located.
Investigators use image analysis techniques to identify these clues, sometimes with the help of

the public or automated recognition systems.

Moreover, suspects often reveal their movements unintentionally through interactions with
others. Tagged posts, group photos, or comments from friends can indicate the presence of the
suspect in a particular place. By analysing network interactions, investigators can detect patterns
in the suspect’s behaviour—such as frequent hangout spots, associates visited, or potential

hideouts.

Social media monitoring also helps track fugitives who may flee to other cities or countries.

Law enforcement agencies regularly scan online activity for indications that the suspect is

© 2026. International Journal of Law Management & Humanities [ISSN 2581-5369]


https://www.ijlmh.com/
https://www.ijlmh.com/

809 International Journal of Law Management & Humanities [Vol. 9 Iss 2; 798]

attempting to establish a new identity, connect with acquaintances, or search for opportunities
to avoid arrest. In many cases, fugitives are apprehended when they mistakenly post updates or

appear in a friend’s post, revealing their location.

While tracking suspects via social media significantly accelerates investigative processes, it
also raises concerns regarding privacy and data protection. Therefore, such monitoring must
follow legal protocols, ensuring that surveillance is justified, proportionate, and conducted

through authorised procedures.

Overall, social media plays a crucial role in mapping suspect movements, offering investigators
a powerful and often real-time tool to trace, locate, and apprehend individuals involved in

criminal activities.
G. Profiling Criminal Behaviour

Social media platforms have become rich sources of behavioural data that assist investigators
in profiling criminal suspects. Modern criminal behaviour profiling involves examining patterns
in a suspect’s online interactions, posts, preferences, and associations to understand motives,
psychological traits, and potential risk factors. Since many individuals express their emotions,
beliefs, and activities openly on social media, investigators can develop comprehensive

behavioural insights that were not easily accessible through traditional investigative methods.

One of the primary benefits of social media in behavioural profiling is the ability to observe a
suspect’s digital persona over time. Patterns in posting frequency, tone, and content can reveal
emotional instability, aggression, or radicalisation. For instance, repeated posts expressing
anger, hatred, or extremist views may indicate the likelihood of violent behaviour. Investigators
also examine factors such as late-night online activity, sudden changes in behaviour, or the
deletion of past posts, which may signal attempts to conceal evidence or impending criminal

actions.

Social media interactions also reveal a suspect’s social environment. By analysing comments,
friendships, followers, and online communities, investigators can identify influences that may
shape the suspect’s behaviour. Association with online groups promoting illegal activities—
such as hate groups, drug networks, or extremist organisations—can highlight potential motives
or sources of radicalisation. Social network analysis allows investigators to understand the role

of the suspect within such groups, whether as a leader, follower, recruiter, or active participant.

Additionally, multimedia content such as photos and videos provides insights into lifestyle
choices and psychological tendencies. Images showing weapons, reckless behaviour, substance

abuse, or involvement in violent activities can indicate deeper behavioural issues. Even
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seemingly harmless posts, such as memes or jokes about violence, can provide valuable context

when assessed alongside other evidence.

Behavioural profiling also helps investigators anticipate future actions. By studying online
habits, investigators can predict whether a suspect is likely to escalate their behaviour or pose
an imminent threat. This is particularly relevant in cases involving cyberbullying, stalking,
terrorism, or mass violence, where early identification of warning signs is critical for

prevention.

Moreover, social media allows for comparative behavioural analysis. Investigators can compare
a suspect’s online persona with known criminal behaviour patterns, enabling them to classify
the individual under specific behavioural categories. This can assist in narrowing down suspect
lists, developing interrogation strategies, and preparing psychological assessments for court

proceedings.

However, behavioural profiling using social media must be approached with caution. Online
personas may not always reflect real-life behaviour, and investigators must ensure that their
conclusions are supported by corroborating evidence. Ethical concerns regarding privacy, bias,

and misinterpretation also require strict adherence to legal and professional standards.

In summary, social media greatly enhances the capacity of law enforcement agencies to profile
criminal behaviour by offering detailed insights into a suspect’s psychology, motivations,
networks, and risk factors. This makes it an essential tool for both investigative and preventive

policing.
H. Dissemination of Information During Investigations

Social media has transformed how law enforcement agencies disseminate information during
criminal investigations. Unlike traditional methods—such as press conferences, newspaper
announcements, or television broadcasts—social media offers instant, wide-reaching, and
interactive channels for communicating with the public. Platforms such as Facebook, X
(Twitter), Instagram, and YouTube enable authorities to share timely updates, warnings, and

clarifications, ensuring that accurate information reaches citizens rapidly and efficiently.

One of the most significant uses of social media in this context is the release of urgent alerts.
During ongoing investigations, police often post details about missing persons, wanted suspects,
stolen vehicles, or public safety threats. The speed at which such information spreads online
enhance the chances of locating individuals or securing key evidence before it disappears.
Citizens who come across these posts can quickly share them within their networks, multiplying

the reach and effectiveness of official communications.
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Social media also facilitates the dissemination of real-time updates during critical incidents,
such as terrorist attacks, natural disasters, or mass emergencies. Law enforcement agencies can
communicate evacuation routes, safety instructions, or areas to avoid. This reduces confusion,
prevents panic, and ensures that the public receives clear and reliable information directly from
official sources. The ability to counter misinformation quickly is another major advantage. In
crisis situations, rumours or false reports spread rapidly online, potentially endangering lives or
obstructing investigations. Police departments use their verified social media accounts to

debunk fake news and provide factual updates, thereby maintaining public trust.

Additionally, social media enables law enforcement agencies to engage in two-way
communication with the public. Citizens can report suspicious activities, ask questions, or
provide tips directly on official pages or through private messages. This fosters a collaborative
environment where communities feel empowered to contribute to public safety. Social media
also humanises the police force by allowing agencies to share behind-the-scenes activities,
community engagement programmes, and achievements, which helps build transparency and

strengthen community—police relations.

Furthermore, during long-term investigations, social media helps maintain public interest and
support. Periodic updates about the progress of a case, appeals for additional information, or
clarifications about ongoing procedures help keep the public informed and involved. This is

particularly useful in high-profile cases where public cooperation and awareness are critical.

Despite its benefits, the dissemination of information through social media requires careful
management. Authorities must ensure that shared information does not compromise the
investigation, violate privacy laws, or endanger individuals involved in the case. Over-
disclosure can alert suspects or influence witness testimonies, while under-disclosure may lead
to speculation and distrust. Therefore, communication strategies must be balanced, accurate,

and aligned with legal and ethical guidelines.

Overall, social media serves as a powerful tool for disseminating information during criminal
investigations, enhancing transparency, accelerating communication, and fostering active

community participation in maintaining law and order.
IV. LEGAL AND ETHICAL ISSUES

A. Privacy Concerns

The use of social media in criminal investigations raises serious legal and ethical concerns,

particularly in relation to the right to privacy. While social media platforms provide valuable
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information for law enforcement agencies, excessive or unchecked monitoring of online
activities may amount to mass surveillance, which can infringe upon individual freedoms. In a
democratic society governed by the rule of law, the investigative use of social media must be

carefully balanced against the fundamental rights of citizens.

The right to privacy has been recognised as a fundamental right under Article 21 of the Indian
Constitution by the Supreme Court in Justice K.S. Puttaswamy v. Union of India (2017). The
Court held that privacy is intrinsic to life and personal liberty and includes informational
privacy, which covers data shared in the digital space. Consequently, any intrusion into an
individual’s online activities by the State must satisfy the tests of legality, necessity,
proportionality, and procedural safeguards. Continuous monitoring of social media accounts,
tracking online behaviour, or collecting digital data without proper legal authorisation may

violate this constitutional protection.

Another major concern relates to data protection. Social media investigations often involve
the collection, storage, and processing of vast amounts of personal data, including location
information, communication records, and behavioural patterns. In the absence of robust data
protection mechanisms, such data may be vulnerable to leaks, unauthorised access, or misuse.
Improper handling of personal information can not only harm individuals but also undermine
public trust in law enforcement agencies. The lack of uniform standards governing data

retention and destruction further exacerbates these concerns.

The misuse of personal information is also a significant ethical issue. Information obtained
from social media may be taken out of context, misinterpreted, or used beyond the original
purpose of investigation. There is a risk of profiling, discrimination, or targeting individuals
based on their opinions, associations, or online expressions rather than concrete evidence. Such
misuse can lead to harassment, reputational damage, and wrongful implication of innocent
individuals. Moreover, surveillance practices that disproportionately affect certain groups may

result in bias and erosion of civil liberties.

Therefore, while social media is an effective investigative tool, its use must be governed by
clear legal frameworks, judicial oversight, and ethical standards. Ensuring transparency,
accountability, and respect for privacy is essential to prevent abuse and to maintain the

legitimacy of criminal investigations in the digital age.
B. Admissibility of Digital Evidence

The admissibility of digital evidence obtained from social media platforms presents several

legal and practical challenges in criminal investigations. Although courts increasingly rely on
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electronic records such as social media posts, messages, photographs, and videos, such evidence
must meet strict legal standards to ensure fairness, reliability, and accuracy. In India, the Indian
Evidence Act, 1872—particularly Sections 65A and 65B—Iays down the framework for the

admissibility of electronic evidence.

One of the foremost challenges is authenticity and the risk of tampering. Digital content is
highly susceptible to alteration, fabrication, or manipulation. Social media posts can be edited,
deleted, or even fabricated through fake accounts, deepfakes, or image-editing tools.
Screenshots, which are commonly produced as evidence, may not always reflect the original
content unless properly verified. Therefore, courts require proof that the electronic record is
genuine, unaltered, and directly linked to the person alleged to have created or shared it.
Establishing a proper chain of custody and preserving metadata such as timestamps, IP

addresses, and device information becomes crucial in ensuring the credibility of such evidence.

Another significant requirement under Indian law is the certificate mandated by Section 65B
of the Indian Evidence Act. According to judicial precedents, particularly Anvar P.V. v. P.K.
Basheer and reaffirmed in Arjun Panditrao Khotkar v. Kailash Kushanrao Gorantyal, any
electronic record sought to be admitted as evidence must be accompanied by a Section 65B
certificate. This certificate must specify the manner in which the electronic record was
produced, the device used, and confirm that the data was generated and stored in the ordinary
course of activities. In practice, obtaining such certificates can be difficult, especially when the

data 1s stored on servers controlled by social media companies or foreign service providers.

Jurisdictional issues pose another major challenge in the admissibility of social media
evidence. Most global social media platforms, such as Meta (Facebook, Instagram), Google
(YouTube), and X, are headquartered outside India, with servers located in multiple
jurisdictions. Accessing data from these platforms often requires compliance with international
legal procedures such as Mutual Legal Assistance Treaties (MLATSs), which are time-
consuming and procedurally complex. Differences in data protection laws across jurisdictions
further complicate evidence collection and admissibility, sometimes leading to delays or denial

of access to critical information.

In light of these challenges, courts and investigating agencies must adopt robust digital forensic
practices to ensure that electronic evidence meets legal standards. Clear procedures for evidence
collection, certification, preservation, and cross-border cooperation are essential. Only when
digital evidence is gathered lawfully, authenticated properly, and presented in accordance with

statutory requirements can it serve as a reliable foundation for criminal prosecution in the digital
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C. Limitations of Social Media Evidence

Despite its growing importance in criminal investigations, social media evidence suffers from
several inherent limitations that affect its reliability and evidentiary value. One of the major
concerns is the widespread existence of fake profiles and impersonation. Individuals can
easily create accounts using false names, photographs, or stolen identities, making it difficult to
conclusively establish authorship of posts or messages. Criminals often exploit this anonymity
to mislead investigators, harass victims, or conceal their true identity. As a result, linking online
activity to a specific individual requires additional corroborative evidence such as IP logs,

device information, or admissions.

Another significant limitation arises from the advancement of deepfake technology. Artificial
intelligence now enables the creation of highly realistic but fabricated images, videos, and audio
recordings. Deepfakes can falsely depict individuals engaging in criminal or immoral activities,
thereby misleading investigators and courts. The growing sophistication of such technology
poses a serious challenge to authenticity verification, as even trained professionals may find it
difficult to distinguish genuine content from manipulated media without specialised forensic

tools.

Misinformation and doctored media further undermine the credibility of social media
evidence. Social platforms are often flooded with misleading narratives, edited videos, or out-
of-context images that distort facts. During high-profile crimes or public disturbances, viral
misinformation can influence public perception and even misdirect investigations. Doctored
screenshots or altered posts, if not carefully scrutinised, may result in wrongful suspicion or

false accusations.

Additionally, selective sharing of content limits the completeness of social media evidence.
Users tend to present curated versions of their lives online, often omitting crucial details or
deleting incriminating material. This selective disclosure can create a misleading picture of
events, relationships, or intentions. Investigators may only have access to fragments of
information, making it risky to draw conclusions without corroboration from other forms of

evidence.

In light of these limitations, social media evidence must be approached with caution. Courts
and investigators must rely on digital forensic verification, corroborative evidence, and
contextual analysis before assigning probative value to such material. While social media can

provide important leads and supplementary proof, it should not be treated as conclusive

© 2026. International Journal of Law Management & Humanities [ISSN 2581-5369]


https://www.ijlmh.com/
https://www.ijlmh.com/

815 International Journal of Law Management & Humanities [Vol. 9 Iss 2; 798]

evidence in isolation.
D. Ethical Policing

The increasing reliance on social media in criminal investigations makes ethical policing an
essential consideration. While digital platforms provide powerful investigative tools, their
misuse can undermine fundamental rights and public trust in law enforcement. Ethical policing
requires investigators to act within the boundaries of law, fairness, and moral responsibility

while using social media for surveillance and evidence collection.

One of the primary ethical concerns is the need to ensure no entrapment. Investigators must
not induce or provoke individuals into committing offences through fake profiles, deceptive
interactions, or manipulation on social media platforms. Law enforcement officials posing as
private individuals online must exercise restraint, as encouraging criminal behaviour for the
purpose of securing evidence violates principles of fairness and due process. Any investigation

must focus on detecting existing criminal intent rather than creating it.

Equally important is respect for constitutional rights, particularly the rights to privacy, free
speech, and personal liberty. Social media investigations should not criminalise lawful
expression of opinions, dissent, or associations. Monitoring online activities solely on the basis
of beliefs, ideology, or personal views may lead to discrimination and abuse of power. Ethical
policing demands that investigative actions be guided by reasonable suspicion and supported

by legal authority, ensuring compliance with constitutional protections.

Investigators must also ensure minimal invasion of privacy. Surveillance of social media
activity should be limited to what is strictly necessary for the investigation. Accessing private
messages, personal photographs, or non-public data without proper authorisation amounts to an
unjustified intrusion into personal life. Ethical standards require that only relevant information
be collected, stored, and used, and that unnecessary data be excluded to prevent misuse or

overreach.

Finally, the principles of proportionality and necessity in surveillance must be strictly
followed. Surveillance measures should be proportionate to the seriousness of the offence and
necessary to achieve a legitimate investigative objective. Excessive or blanket monitoring of
individuals or groups without clear justification not only violates ethical norms but also risks
infringing constitutional safeguards, as emphasised by judicial precedents. Judicial oversight
and accountability mechanisms are therefore essential to ensure that surveillance practices

remain lawful and ethical.
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V. RECOMMENDATIONS
A. Capacity Building

Effective use of social media in criminal investigations requires significant capacity building
within law enforcement agencies. As digital platforms and technologies evolve rapidly,
traditional investigative skills alone are no longer sufficient. There is a pressing need to
strengthen institutional capabilities to ensure that social media—based investigations are

conducted efficiently, accurately, and lawfully.

A key aspect of capacity building is the development of trained digital forensic experts.
Investigators must be equipped with specialised knowledge in cyber forensics, social media
analysis, metadata examination, and evidence preservation. Regular training programmes,
workshops, and certification courses should be conducted to familiarise officers with emerging
technologies, digital evidence laws, and forensic tools. Skilled professionals can help ensure
proper collection, authentication, and presentation of digital evidence, thereby improving

conviction rates and reducing the risk of wrongful implication.

In addition, law enforcement agencies should actively adopt the use of artificial intelligence
(AI) and data analytics. Al-driven tools can process vast volumes of social media data in a
short time, identify hidden patterns, detect suspicious behaviour, and flag potential threats. Data
analytics can assist in network mapping, sentiment analysis, predictive policing, and real-time
monitoring of criminal activities. When used responsibly, these technologies enhance
investigative efficiency and enable proactive crime prevention rather than merely reactive

responses.

However, the deployment of advanced technologies must be accompanied by clear operational
guidelines and ethical safeguards. Personnel using Al tools should be trained not only in
technical skills but also in understanding algorithmic limitations and potential biases. By
investing in skilled human resources and modern technological infrastructure, law enforcement
agencies can strengthen their capacity to effectively and responsibly utilise social media in

criminal investigations.
B. Stronger Legal Framework

A robust and comprehensive legal framework is essential to regulate the use of social media in
criminal investigations and to balance law enforcement objectives with the protection of
individual rights. There is a pressing need for comprehensive data protection laws that clearly

define the collection, storage, processing, and sharing of personal data obtained from digital
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platforms. Such laws should ensure informed consent, limit data retention, and provide
safeguards against unauthorised access or misuse, thereby strengthening citizens’ confidence in

digital governance.

Equally important is the formulation of clear guidelines for online surveillance. Law
enforcement agencies must operate within well-defined statutory boundaries that specify when,
how, and to what extent social media surveillance may be conducted. These guidelines should
incorporate principles of legality, necessity, and proportionality, ensuring that surveillance
measures are neither arbitrary nor excessive. Clear procedural safeguards and documentation

requirements can help prevent abuse of power and protect constitutional freedoms.

Furthermore, streamlined laws for cross-border data access, including reforms to Mutual
Legal Assistance Treaties (MLATS), are crucial in an era where most social media platforms
operate across jurisdictions. Lengthy and complex international procedures often delay access
to critical digital evidence, hampering investigations. Simplified, time-bound, and transparent
mechanisms for international cooperation can significantly improve the efficiency of criminal

investigations involving global digital platforms.
C. Collaboration with Social Media Companies

Effective criminal investigation in the digital age depends heavily on cooperation between law
enforcement agencies and social media companies. There is a need for faster and more
structured responses from platforms when lawful requests for data are made. Delays in
providing information can result in loss of evidence, particularly in cases involving ephemeral

content or rapidly evolving criminal activities.

Additionally, the development of standardized protocols for evidence extraction is essential.
Uniform procedures for data preservation, authentication, and transmission can ensure the
integrity and admissibility of digital evidence. Collaboration frameworks should include
designated liaison officers, secure communication channels, and compliance timelines to

enhance coordination while respecting user privacy and platform policies.
D. Public Awareness

Public awareness plays a vital role in strengthening the effectiveness of social media—based
criminal investigations. Educating citizens about cyber safety can help prevent online crimes
such as fraud, identity theft, cyberbullying, and harassment. Awareness campaigns should
inform users about responsible online behaviour, privacy settings, and the risks of oversharing

personal information.
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At the same time, authorities should focus on encouraging the reporting of online crimes.
Many cybercrimes go unreported due to lack of awareness or fear of stigma. User-friendly
reporting mechanisms, helplines, and online portals integrated with social media platforms can
empower citizens to report suspicious activities promptly, thereby aiding early intervention and

investigation.
E. Ethical Guidelines

The formulation and enforcement of strong ethical guidelines are essential to ensure
responsible use of social media in criminal investigations. Law enforcement agencies must
adopt transparent policies that clearly outline the scope, purpose, and limitations of social
media surveillance and data collection. Transparency fosters public trust and ensures

accountability.

Judicial oversight is another crucial safeguard. Prior authorisation from courts or competent
authorities for intrusive surveillance measures ensures that investigative actions are lawful and
justified. Regular review of surveillance practices by independent bodies can further strengthen

compliance with constitutional principles.

Finally, effective accountability mechanisms must be established to address misuse or abuse
of power. Internal audits, grievance redressal systems, and disciplinary procedures can deter
unethical practices and ensure that investigators adhere to legal and ethical standards. Together,
these measures can create a balanced framework that enables effective criminal investigations

while upholding the values of justice, privacy, and the rule of law.
VI. CONCLUSION

Social media has emerged as a transformative force in modern criminal investigations,
reshaping the way crimes are detected, investigated, and prosecuted. The vast amount of user-
generated content available on digital platforms provides law enforcement agencies with
valuable leads, intelligence, and evidentiary material. From intelligence gathering and suspect
identification to evidence collection and crime prevention, social media has become an

indispensable tool in the contemporary criminal justice system.

However, the growing reliance on social media also presents significant legal, ethical, and
practical challenges. Issues relating to privacy, data protection, admissibility of digital evidence,
misinformation, and technological manipulation underscore the need for caution and restraint.
As judicial pronouncements have consistently emphasised, particularly in relation to the right

to privacy, investigative efficiency cannot come at the cost of constitutional freedoms and civil
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liberties.

To harness the full potential of social media in criminal investigations, a balanced approach is
essential. Strengthening institutional capacity, reforming legal frameworks, fostering
collaboration with social media companies, and enhancing public awareness are critical steps
in this direction. Equally important is the development of clear ethical guidelines and robust

oversight mechanisms to prevent misuse and ensure accountability.

In conclusion, social media should be viewed not as a standalone solution but as a
complementary investigative tool that must operate within the rule of law. When used
responsibly, transparently, and proportionately, social media can significantly enhance the
effectiveness of criminal investigations while upholding the fundamental principles of justice,
fairness, and human rights in the digital age.
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