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If a client is in the crosshairs of a criminal investigation, chances are that law enforcement has already scoured Facebook, MySpace,
Twitter, LinkedIn and other social networking sites to search for incriminating evidence. Several hundred million people have active
Facebook and MySpace accounts.1 Unlike traditional Web sites, where users are limited to passive viewing, social networking sites
permit users to create personal profiles; post photographs, videos, and audio clips; write blog entries and status updates; send and
receive private messages; and link to pages of others. Across the country, law enforcement agents and prosecutors are effectively
mining these sites for inculpatory evidence. But evidence from social networking sites is not just for the prosecution. Evidence from
these sites can also bolster the defense.
Government Uses of Social Networking Sites
A recently obtained document from the U.S. Department of Justice titled Obtaining and Using Evidence From Social Networking
Sites highlights the “utility” of evidence from social networking sites for the prosecution.2 In the government’s view, the evidence can
reveal personal communications, establish motives and personal relationships, provide location information, prove and disprove
alibis, and establish a crime or criminal enterprise.3 Social networking evidence may also constitute “instrumentalities or fruits of
crime.”4 Through the use of subpoenas, search warrants, and undercover operations, law enforcement can easily obtain evidence
from these sites, particularly given that many social networking companies readily cooperate with law enforcement.5
Numerous cases show that prosecutors are taking full advantage of social networking evidence and using it in every stage of the
criminal process, including bail hearings,6 trials,7 sentencing hearings,8 and fugitive apprehension.9 For example, in a murder case,
a Michigan appellate court upheld the trial court’s admission of photos of the defendant from his MySpace page in which he was
holding a gun and displaying a gang sign.10 In another case, police apprehended three men on sexual assault charges involving a
woman they met on MySpace by obtaining their online usernames and accounts from the company.11 The federal government even
prosecuted one woman’s use of a MySpace account as an alleged violation of the Computer Fraud and Abuse Act.12
Using Social Networking Evidence to Bolster the Defense
Defense counsel can learn a valuable lesson from law enforcement. Social networking sites are not only for the prosecution: they
can also be a treasure trove of exculpatory evidence, impeachment material, and other helpful information for the defense. And like
the prosecution, the defense can use this evidence at key phases of a case, such as jury selection, pretrial hearings, and during the
trial itself, thereby leveling the playing field.13
Advising Clients About Their Use of Social Networking Sites
One of defense counsel’s first tasks during an investigation or case is to learn whether the client has used any social networking
sites and posted any harmful information on them. With the client’s assistance, defense counsel should review the information on
the client’s past and current social networking accounts. Dated information may appear to be hidden; this could require use of a
special search engine to access archived Web content.14 The client should also be advised about the dangers of using social
networking sites and alerted that law enforcement is likely monitoring his accounts.15 A former Deputy District Attorney for Los
Angeles County made this point quite clearly:
"As a prosecutor, the first thing I do when I get a case is to Google the victim, the suspect, and all the material witnesses. I run them
all through Facebook, MySpace, Twitter, YouTube and see what I might get. I also do a ‘Google image search’ and see what pops
up. Sometimes there’s nothing, but other times I get the goods — pictures, status updates, and better yet, blogs and articles they’ve
written.16"
Even the Justice Department instructs its prosecutors to advise witnesses to “think carefully about what they post” and “not to
discuss cases on social networking sites.”17 Thus, in most cases, the client should be advised to discontinue using social
networking sites during a pending investigation or case.18
A more difficult issue involves whether anything can or should be done about existing, harmful information that a client has posted
on a social networking site. If the information is deleted after the client learns of an investigation, the government likely will be able to
retrieve it. In this situation, the prosecution may assert that the client obstructed justice by deleting incriminating information during a
pending investigation.19 The government may also argue that the deletion of the information is evidence of the client’s
consciousness of guilt. Counsel should assume that the government knows about the evidence and, if not, it soon will.
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Obtaining Evidence From Social Networking Sites
Defense attorneys face greater challenges than prosecutors in obtaining social networking evidence because they lack the authority
to use many of law enforcement’s investigatory techniques. In addition, social networking companies tend to cooperate with law
enforcement’s requests for information,20 but defense requests have been opposed.21 Defense attorneys nevertheless have at
least three sources from which they can obtain the evidence: the government, social networking companies and other non-parties,
and the Internet.
There are two categories of evidence that defense counsel should seek from the government. The first is potentially harmful
evidence that the government intends to offer against the defendant as part of its case-in-chief. The defense can obtain copies of
this evidence by making a request under Fed. R. Crim. P. 16. Rule 16 requires the government to disclose (1) evidence that it
intends to use in its case-in-chief, (2) items obtained from the defendant, and (3) relevant written and recorded statements of the
defendant.22 However, if a defendant requests disclosure under Rule 16(a)(1)(E), then he is subject to providing reciprocal
discovery under Rule 16(b)(1)(A).
The second category includes evidence that is material to the defense, including evidence that is favorable to the accused on either
guilt or punishment.23 Defense counsel can request the government to produce items that are “material to preparing the defense”
under Rule 16(a)(1)(E).24 Defense counsel also should request that the government produce evidence that is favorable to the
defense under Brady and Giglio.25
There is a strong likelihood that the government will have in its possession Brady and Giglio material regarding government
witnesses, particularly since the Justice Department is advising its prosecutors to “research all witnesses on social networking
sites.”26 And the government has candidly acknowledged that social networking pages pose “potential pitfalls for government
witnesses.”27 They can even present similar problems for law enforcement officers who will testify at trial. According to a recent Los
Angeles Sheriff’s Department newsletter, some officers have posted self-descriptive materials on Facebook and MySpace, such as
bragging about being a “rogue cop” and a “garbage man, because I pick up trash for a living.”28 These statements certainly qualify
as impeachment material under Giglio.
Defense counsel can also request that the court issue subpoenas to social networking companies and non-party witnesses for the
production of documents and data under Fed. R. Crim. P. 17. Rule 17(c)(1) provides that the court may order a witness to produce
books, papers, documents, data, or other designated objects in court before trial or before they are to be offered in evidence.29 A
party seeking production of materials before trial under Rule 17(c) must show that the subpoenaed information is relevant,
admissible, and requested with specificity.30 While there is a paucity of reported cases involving the defense’s use of a subpoena to
obtain social networking evidence, this nevertheless could be a powerful tool for obtaining valuable evidence for the defense.31
In addition to directing discovery requests to the prosecution and requesting third-party subpoenas, defense counsel can obtain
evidence from social networking sites by independent investigation using the Internet. As soon as possible in a case, defense
counsel should search all social networking sites for publicly available information regarding both government and defense
witnesses. Thereafter, counsel should perform routine checks of those accounts for any changes, and should conduct additional
searches upon learning the identities of new witnesses. Counsel’s investigation could yield helpful information that the government
has not discovered and provide the defense with an advantage at trial.
Ethical Issues to Consider
Thorny ethical and legal issues can arise if, during an investigation of a social networking site, counsel (1) fails to disclose his true
identity and relationship to a pending case; (2) uses third parties to gain access to information; or (3) uses a fictitious identity to
obtain the information. While most jurisdictions have not yet addressed the limits of counsel’s use of social networking sites to gather
evidence, at least two bar committees have issued advisory opinions.32 At a minimum, defense counsel needs to be cautious, and
should not attempt by any means to access a witness’s online profile using a false name. Attorneys should seek counsel from the
governing ethics boards of their local bar associations.
Jury Selection
Evidence from social networking sites can be useful to the defense during jury selection. Defense attorneys and trial consultants can
obtain publicly available information about prospective jurors from social networking sites and Internet search engines.33 In cases
where juror questionnaires are available to counsel well before trial, there is ample time to conduct an effective search. Even when
the identities of prospective jurors are disclosed for the first time at trial, defense counsel’s staff and trial consultants should have
sufficient time to gather valuable information.
Real-Time Trial Reporting on Social Networking Sites
Another possible issue that counsel may encounter involves the role of social networking sites in the real-time reporting of criminal
trials from the courtroom, typically via live-feed Web sites like Twitter.34 Real-time feeds and live blogging of trials can result in
circumvention of sequestration orders by the government’s witnesses, which happened in the recent criminal environmental trial of
United States v. W.R. Grace.
In Grace, the court permitted the University of Montana Law School and School of Journalism to cover the trial in real time. Each
day, students published detailed accounts of the trial testimony via Twitter and chronicled the trial’s events on a weblog. Although
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witnesses had been sequestered, the government’s key witness nevertheless read about the trial testimony online, a fact that he
admitted during cross-examination. The defense accused the witness of fabricating testimony based on his review of the real-time
accounts of two other government witnesses’ testimony. Indeed, the district court later struck the testimony of this witness against
one of the defendants and issued a harsh jury instruction regarding his credibility.35
Defense counsel should be aware of any live blogging or tweeting from the courtroom and alert the court to any problems this might
cause. In making a request for witness sequestration, counsel should ask the court to prohibit witnesses from following online
updates of the trial. During trial, the trial team must read any Twitter and real-time blog coverage of the case. This will assist counsel
in determining whether a witness has based his testimony on online information concerning the testimony of another witness.
Conclusion
The explosion in the popularity of social networking sites has generated a wealth of evidence to be used in criminal cases.
Comprehensive discovery of evidence from social networks is now imperative. The prosecution obtained an early lead. It’s time for
the defense to level the playing field and aggressively use this rich source of information at trial.
The authors wish to thank Rachel Z. Friedman and Allison S. Lukas, law students at Harvard Law School, for their helpful research
and contributions to this article.
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to authorize issuance of subpoena under Fed. R. Crim. P. 17(c) for information from 4chan’s message boards).
32. The Philadelphia Bar Association’s Professional Guidance Committee issued an opinion prohibiting the use of deception by
attorneys and their associates when contacting witnesses through online accounts. See Philadelphia Bar Association Professional
Guidance Committee, Opinion 2009-02 (March 2009). The Committee proscribed counsel from contacting a person through online
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