
Introduction to Forensic Pathology

Key concepts, roles, and processes for students and professionals

1. What Is Forensic Pathology?

Aspect Description

Definition
A subspecialty of pathology that investigates sudden, unexpected, or violent deaths

by performing autopsies and interpreting findings.

Primary

Goal

Determine the cause (what killed the person) and manner (how the death

occurred) of death.

Legal

Context

Findings are used in criminal, civil, and administrative investigations; reports may

be presented in court.

2. Core Terminology

Term Meaning

Cause of Death
The disease, injury, or combination of factors that directly led to death

(e.g., massive intracerebral hemorrhage).

Manner of Death
The classification of the circumstances surrounding death: Natural,

Accidental, Suicide, Homicide, or Undetermined.

Post?mortem Interval

(PMI)
Estimated time elapsed between death and discovery.

Toxicology
Laboratory analysis of blood, urine, vitreous humor, and tissues for

drugs, alcohol, poisons, etc.

Histopathology
Microscopic examination of tissue samples to identify disease

processes.

Scene Correlation
Matching autopsy findings with evidence gathered at the death scene

(e.g., wound characteristics, environmental clues).

3. The Forensic Pathologist’s Workflow
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1. Case Intake

Review police reports, medical records, and death certificates.

Determine jurisdiction and any special legal requirements (e.g., consent, chain of

custody).

2. External Examination

Document body identification, clothing, personal effects, and external injuries.

Photograph the body from multiple angles; note any tattoos, scars, or distinguishing

marks.

3. Internal Examination (Autopsy)

Thoracic cavity: heart, lungs, great vessels.

Abdominal cavity: liver, spleen, gastrointestinal tract, kidneys.

Cranial cavity: brain removal and fixation.

Other systems: musculoskeletal, endocrine, lymphatic.

4. Ancillary Studies

Toxicology (blood, urine, vitreous humor).

Histology (tissue sections).

Microbiology (culture for infection).

Imaging (post?mortem CT/MRI when indicated).

5. Interpretation & Report

Synthesize gross findings, microscopic results, toxicology, and scene data.

State cause and manner of death, and note any contributory factors.

Provide a clear, concise written report; include diagrams or photographs as needed.

6. Court Testimony (if required)

Explain findings in lay terms.

Remain objective; answer questions about methodology, reliability, and conclusions.

4. Determining Manner of Death
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Manner Typical Indicators

Natural Advanced disease, organ failure, no external trauma.

Accidental Unintentional injuries (e.g., motor?vehicle crash, falls).

Suicide Self?inflicted wounds, prior psychiatric history, “suicide note.”

Homicide
Defensive injuries, multiple wounds, evidence of struggle, toxicology indicating

foul play.

Undetermined
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