
                                      

INFO 200.002 

Information Sources Survey Assignment  

Corrina Oates 

 

Introduction: Websleuths can be broadly described as a global virtual community of amateur 

detectives who discuss and investigate current or cold cases by utilizing a variety of internet 

platforms. Other common names for websleuths are internet sleuth/detective, amateur 

sleuth/detective, or citizen sleuth/detective. While websleuths do work independently, there is 

a large contingent who work collaboratively. More importantly, whether working alone or as a 

group, websleuths tend to participate in, and benefit from, the act of crowdsolving. 

Crowdsolving is, as Jensen describes, “utilizing the eyes, ears, and expertise of individuals, both 

locally and across the globe via social media, to aid in the solving of crimes” (2020, para. 2). The 

idea of crowdsolving is evident in a variety of virtual venues frequented by websleuths, from 

online forums and blogs to podcasts. The act of crowdsolving and the means by which 

websleuths participate in it, exemplifies the robustness of this community’s information 

behavior.  Additionally, it shows that websleuths not only value the information needed to help 

solve a case, but the process by which that information is gathered. As Yardley et al. state, 

“[Websleuths] are active meaning-makers. Their activities are in constant dialogue with – and 

reflective of – other social phenomena” (2018, p. 86). 

Research-based source: NamUs (National Missing and Unidentified Persons System) 

APA Style Citation: NamUs (https://www.namus.gov/)   

https://www.namus.gov/


Position within the information cycle: This source is late in the information cycle. While 

some missing, unidentified, and unclaimed persons cases may be less than a year old, 

they must be officially verified by a vetted investigative agency before appearing on 

NamUs (n.d.b, “NamUs Technology” section). 

Scope and content: NamUs provides information on missing, unidentified, and 

unclaimed persons in the U.S. through a searchable database. The missing, unidentified, 

and unclaimed cases go back to 1902, 1915, and 1938, respectively. In addition to its 

database, NamUs provides victim support, investigative support, training and outreach, 

and forensic services (n.d.a, “Our Core Services” section).  

Credentials and authority of the author, editor, and/or publisher: The National 

Institute of Justice funds and administers NamUs. They manage it through a cooperative 

agreement with the University of North Texas’s Health Science Center (NamUs, n.d.a, 

“Funding” section). In addition, they have won a number of awards in the areas of 

technology, forensic science, and criminal justice (NamUs, n.d.c, “Awards” section).   

Purposes and uses: NamUs (2020, “Our Core Services” section) provides five main 

services: 

1. It serves as a nationwide information clearinghouse on missing, unidentified, and 

unclaimed persons. 

2. It offers free-of-charge forensic services. 

3. It provides investigative support. 

4. It provides victim services. 



5. It offers training and outreach. 

Intended audience: NamUs aims to support law enforcement, medical examiners and 

coroners, and the families of missing persons. While the database is searchable by 

anyone, certain sensitive data are only available to vetted professional users (NamUs, 

n.d.d, p. 7). 

Design: NamUs is a comprehensive online database that serves to provide details on 

missing, unidentified, and unclaimed persons. Users can filter the NamUs database by a 

variety of criteria to conduct a broad search; or, if known, they can enter case-specific 

details for missing, unidentified, and unclaimed persons. 

Currency and frequency of update: NamUs 2.0 was released in 2018 (NamUs, 2020, 

“NamUs Milestones” section). Law enforcement, coroners, and medical examiners can 

add new entries and update existing entries; they also have the ability to add details not 

available to the general public. Members of the general public can submit entries for 

missing persons, which will then be reviewed by a regional program specialist and 

verified with appropriate investigative agencies. So, to put it simply, the platform itself is 

newly updated and the information it provides is added and updated as needed by a 

variety of vetted users. 

Biases and gaps: NamUs only allows users to sort sex by male, female, or unknown. 

While this helps to include people beyond the gender binary, it could still hinder locating 

and identifying missing, unidentified, and unclaimed persons. A person’s biological sex 

may not inform how that person identifies or identified in life, so simply having a “sex” 



column could inadvertently filter out possible matches. Especially with missing persons, 

a gender column would be useful so that users can search for how a missing person 

identifies, as well. It may not be as useful with unidentified and unclaimed persons; that 

may require the coroner or medical examiner to infer someone’s gender, and that is 

something one should never do, neither in life nor in death. Additionally, as stated 

above, NamUs only covers cases in the U.S. While this is helpful to identify missing, 

unidentified, and unclaimed persons across state lines, it does not aid in international 

cases.   

Value for your information community: NamUs is a very valuable resource for 

websleuths. First and foremost, their database is comprehensive and easy to filter and 

search. This makes it extremely user-friendly. Additionally, since NamUs is funded and 

administered by a federal program, they must meet strict reporting and ethical 

guidelines. Therefore, users can trust the information they receive from NamUs. 

 

Community-based source: Websleuths 

APA Style Citation: Websleuths (https://www.websleuths.com/)   

Position within the information cycle: Websleuths is early in the information cycle. The 

site consists of forums, which are mainly dedicated to a certain case or trial. Posts on 

these forums frequently link to online news stories and reporting. A number of active 

forums show posts take place immediately as news breaks to long after the trial has 

concluded (for example, the Caylee Anthony forum). 

https://www.websleuths.com/


Scope and content: Websleuths is a global community with forums dedicated to a 

variety of cases worldwide. Users share case information available in mainstream 

media, analyze it, discuss it, and investigate it further (Shenfeld, 2018). According to 

Tricia Griffith, the owner and operator of Websleuths, as of 2018, the site has “over 

137,000 people registered and 2,000 to 5,000 members a day are active […] There have 

been over 12 million posts and 120,000 threads” since she took over in 2004 (Shenfeld, 

2018).  

Credentials and authority of the author, editor, and/or publisher: Users are, for the 

most part, anonymous, and many do not claim any specific, relevant credentials. There 

is a verification process, though, for those who claim to be professionals in the field or a 

“case insider” (family or friend of a victim or suspect, as well as any private investigators 

working on either’s behalf) (Websleuths, 2008, “Verified Professionals & Case Insiders” 

section). Therefore, a certain level of credibility can be lent to Websleuths’ verified 

users, but one must also view the content on the site as a whole with a certain level of 

criticality.  

Purposes and uses: As stated earlier, Websleuths is designed for its community 

members to share publicly available information, garnered mainly from mainstream 

media outlets, about current, cold, and missing persons cases. Websleuths “really does 

not solve cases” (Shenfeld, 2018); rather, it serves as a venue for the free flow of ideas 

about cases. 



Intended audience: The site’s intended audience is websleuths, both active participants 

and lurkers. As Burnett argues, “even though [lurkers] are largely invisible, their acts of 

reading what others have written without also writing themselves constitute significant 

information-gathering activities” (2000, “Non-Interactive behaviors” section). Moreover, 

those lurkers may be members of law enforcement, who regularly read at Websleuths 

(2008, “Law Enforcement” section). 

Design: Websleuths is an online community that participate in forums. In addition to 

their forums, Websleuths hosts a daily live YouTube show and a podcast, titled 

Websleuths radio podcast.   

Currency and frequency of update: Websleuths is an online community with hundreds 

of very active members with a large number of threads and forums dedicated to high 

profile cases. Depending on the case and what is being shared on mainstream media, 

forums and threads can be updated anywhere from hourly, daily or weekly with the 

latest information available.  

Biases and gaps: Since Websleuths is a site of user-generated content, that content is 

subject to the biases of the poster. Additionally, since the majority of supporting 

content is culled from mainstream media, posts are also subject to the media’s biases. 

Websleuths does state that “Anything that goes against our core beliefs and the 

purpose for which this community was designed may not be allowed,” (2008, “Freedom 

of Speech” section). The site makes a point to center themselves as victim friendly, and 

explicitly prohibits the promotion or expression of “intolerant views toward a particular 



social group (such as race, religion, gender and sexual orientation)” (2008, 

“Race/Sex/Politics/Religion Bashing and Intolerance” section). However, due to the 

sheer volume of posts, not everything can be monitored and removed if needed. 

Value for your information community: Websleuths is essentially a distillation of the 

larger websleuth community. The value Websleuths provides, though, is that it is an 

active, supportive virtual gathering place with a well-defined ethos and established 

guidelines. However, while Websleuths aims to be a place for thoughtful discussion of 

cases, it borders on infotainment at times. 

Compare, contrast, and reflection: NamUs and Websleuths are interesting sources to examine 

together. NamUs is very much focused on providing assistance and factual information to 

professionals and victims’ families. Websleuths, however, is centered around the discussion of 

and ideas about cases by the general public, albeit a general public with a marked interest in 

searching and sharing information about a specific case. Outside of this, though, perhaps the 

most obvious difference is that NamUs is a federally funded resource specific to missing, 

unidentified, and unclaimed persons; Websleuths is a community-driven discussion forum that 

focuses on more than missing persons and tends to lean towards the more high-profile and 

current cases—which typically do not include the unidentified and unclaimed. 

 As an avid true crime enthusiast, it was sobering to explore NamUs. There was 

something about reading simple biographical data about the missing, unidentified, and 

unclaimed that made me understand websleuths’ motivation. And while I think that 

Websleuths’ users aim to be considerate, thoughtful, and factual, personal opinion inevitably 

creeps in. This, in turn, starts to distance the discussion from the victim. It is the problem that 



all true crime faces: the victim’s story has a definitive end, while the perpetrator’s story is 

sometimes never known—and that, as entertainment, is interesting. Essentially, in looking at 

these two sources in regards to websleuths, one sees that they exist at an interesting 

intersection of virtual information community, true crime enthusiasts, and infotainment 

consumers. 
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