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Psychological autopsies are a relatively recent phenomenon.  Although authors disagree as to when the first autopsy was done, estimates do not go back earlier than the 1950’s.  It was not until the late 1960’s with Edwin Shneidman’s work on the subject at the Los Angeles Suicide Prevention Center did the practice become more recognized and popular.  Proponents believe autopsies are of critical importance when determining the cause of an equivocal death (one where the hard forensic evidence is inconclusive).  The potential usefulness of psychological autopsies is not at question, rather it is the unstandardized procedures and marginal acceptance within the psychological community as well as the legal system that has always made psychological autopsies controversial.


Why conduct a psychological autopsy when law enforcement detectives and pathologists are well trained in issues regarding manner of death? Though cause of death can usually be precisely determined, the psychologist explores the context of the death. Interviewing skills (to be used with survivors) and clinical knowledge of psychopathology can add crucial contextual information to an investigation. The clinician must always make clear, however, that he or she is only making an expert opinion on the case, and must leave the final determination to the legal factfinder.

This literature review attempted to answer the question, how does one perform a psychological autopsy?  Articles are replete with vague explanations of “interviews with friends and relatives” and “reviews of relevant documents,” but these statements are not sufficient to teach a psychologist interested in performing a psychological autopsy.  The final conclusion was that it is not easy to locate literature that explains the actual process.  

The literature search was conducted through many databases, including PsychInfo, Academic Search Premier, LexisNexis, Medline, Social Sciences Index, and OhioLink.  Research focused on literature from the last thirty years, and on the keywords “psychological autopsy” and “Medicolegal Investigation of Death.” Because the field of suicidology is enormous, it would have been overwhelming to look through every book on suicidology to find an occasional reference to psychological autopsies. We also attempted to weed out literature that discussed psychological autopsies but clearly had no reference to the process of conducting them, such as empirical studies that focused on descriptive statistics.

Annon, J. (1995). The psychological autopsy. American Journal of Forensic Psychology, 2(13), 39-48.

This article is somewhat brief, but it nicely encapsulates some of the substantive issues of conducting psychological autopsies. Discusses the importance of psychologist and law enforcement collaboration, and considerations for differentiating between homicidal, suicidal, accidental, and natural deaths. A useful summary for both psychologists and attorneys.

Berman, A. L. (1993). Forensic suicidology and the psychological autopsy. In 

Leenaars, A. A. (Ed.). Suicidology (pp. 209-247). Northvale, NJ: Jason Aronson, 

Inc.

This article by Berman, a psychologist, outlines uses of psychological autopsy in the forensic investigation of parens patriae cases, contested life insurance claim cases, and equivocal cases of asphyxiation by drowning.  Three cases are discussed, with the most comprehensive being the example of a parens patriae case.  In that case, Berman demonstrates the use of interviews, as well as psychological tests such as the TAT, Sentence Completion, WISC-R, and Draw-A-Person.  Most of the other articles reviewed only discuss psychological autopsies as the product of interviews and reviews of documents, not psychological tests.  This case may have been more unusual as it involved a child, but the ability to improve validity through the use of tests would certainly be a valuable skill for an investigator.  As is common with most articles on the subject, there is no discussion of general psychological autopsy practice, but through case studies a beginning investigator can get a sense of what expert investigators look for.

Beskow, J., Runeson, B., & Asgard, U. (1991). Ethical aspects of psychological autopsy. Acta Psychiatrica Scandinavica, 84(5), 482-487.

This is an empirical study that looks at psychological autopsy interviews in terms of three basic ethical principles (avoiding harm, doing good, and respecting autonomy). The researchers basically found that interviews with survivors frequently benefit them, offering them an opportunity to work through their grief and discuss issues that they could not discuss with other family members. Because grief issues will inevitably arise, the importance of being trained in working with these issues is emphasized.  The authors discuss the implications of the data gathered for conducting interviews that avoid harm, help the interviewee, and respect autonomy.

Beskow, J., Runeson, B., & Asgard, U. (1990). Psychological autopsies: Methods and 

ethics. Suicide and Life-Threatening Behavior, 20(4), 307-323.
The first two authors hail from the University of Gothenburg in Sweden, and the third author is from the Karolinska Institute in Sweden.  This article is a review of some published retrospective suicide investigations, with an eye toward common practices and the more effective techniques.  For example, the authors recommend using the strategy of a telephone call followed by a letter when contacting potential interviewees to obtain the lowest rejection rate.  The article does not attempt to produce an empirically-validated system for psychological autopsies, but rather looks at common factors that produce the best results.

Blau, T. (1994). Psychological autopsy. In Psycholgical services for law enforcement (pp. 281-290). New York: John Wiley & Sons, Inc.

The chapter begins with a very brief history of the psychological autopsy as developing from requests of insurance companies to clarify whether or not uncertain deaths were in fact due to suicide. This book chapter is quite short; however, it provides a form to organize the information gathered in an investigation, and a full-length sample psychological autopsy report is provided. Behavioral scientists are cautioned about "territoriality" issues, as trained investigators already do a sort of "psychological autopsy." However, once accepted, law enforcement may strongly value the services behavioral scientists have to offer.

Brent, D. A. (1989). The psychological autopsy: Methodological considerations for the 

study of adolescent suicide. In Lann, I. S., Moscicki, E. K., & Maris, R. (Eds.). 

Strategies for studying suicide and suicidal behavior (pp. 43-57). New York: The 

Guilford Press.

The author, a psychiatrist at the Western Psychiatric Institute and Clinic, attempts to identify a host of methodological issues to be aware of when conducting psychological autopsy research with adolescents.  Brent extensively reviews existing literature and concludes that despite widely differing methods in interviewing technique, the diagnostic information obtained is both reliable and valid.  Most of the article has no relevance to those interested in learning the process of psychological autopsies, but there are occasionally useful bits of information.  He does look at potential forms of bias in interviewees, but concludes that the research does not support the presence of significant bias.  He also suggests some structured and semi-structured interview tools that he finds useful.  All in all, this article is only useful if one is a researcher.

Cavanagh, J. T. O. (1999). Life events in suicide and undetermined death in south-east 

Scotland: A case-control study using the method of psychological autopsy. 

Social Psychiatry & Psychiatric Epidemiology, 34(12), 645-650.

This article is merely a scientific study using psychological autopsies.  The author found that people who committed suicide had significantly more adverse life events than a group of living controls.  Both groups were matched for severity of mental disorders.  The findings are interesting, but the article has no information about how to conduct a psychological autopsy.

Clark, D. C., & Horton-Deutsch, S. L. (1992). Assessment in absentia: The value of the 

psychological autopsy method for studying antecedents of suicide and 

predicting future suicides. In Maris, R. W., Berman, A. L., Maltsberger, J. T., & 

Yufit, R. I. (Eds.). Assessment and prediction of suicide (pp. 144-182). New York: 

The Guilford Press.

This chapter is one of the most useful in terms of explaining the process of a psychological autopsy.  The authors, both of the Center for Suicide Research and Prevention at Rush-Presbyterian-St. Luke’s Medical Center in Chicago, have not attempted to create a practice manual, but there are certain sections of the chapter that describe the process of other investigators.  The chapter is basically a literature review of history and research related to psychological autopsies.  The review describes the methodology of various researchers, including such information as the average number of people interviewed, average amount of time spent interviewing, and the kinds of people chosen to be interviewed.  There are separate sections describing how the psychological autopsy has been used with different populations, similar to the Jacobs & Klein article cited below.  In a review of the Los Angeles Suicide Prevention Center’s procedures (the LASPC was where Shneidman developed the technique), the authors describe 10 psychosocial foci for their interviews.  Examples include, deviations from the normal routine, expressions of a wish to die, evidence of preparation for death, etc.  These are very useful categories for the beginning investigator to be aware of.  About a third of the chapter discusses research-related topics that are not relevant to practice.  There is not a lot of information here for the beginning investigator, but certainly more than much of the literature typically provides. 

Ebert, B. (1991). Guide to conducting a psychological autopsy. In K. N. Anchor (Ed.), Handbook of medical psychotherapy (pp. 249-256). Lewiston, NY: Hogrefe & Huber Publishers.

This article is very brief, but it contains a list of short and to-the-point guidelines for conducting psychological autopsies. This “checklist” provides a good framework, and could prove very useful to ascertain that one does not overlook data sources during an investigation, but little methodological detail is provided here.

Gelles, M. (1995). Psycholgical autopsy: An investigative aid. In M. I. Kurke & E. M. Scrivner (Eds.), Police psychology into the 21st Century (pp. 337-355). Hillsdale, NJ: Lawrence Erlbaum Associates, Inc.

Discusses what a psychological autopsy is, and the importance of training for effectively performing one. Gives detailed overview of procedural steps, including appropriate individuals to contact in the investigation, lists of topic areas to cover in interviews, and sample questions. Gives a brief overview of what to include in the written report. A great article if you are looking only for a brief overview of the subject.

Gustafsson, L., & Jacobsson, L. (2000). Interviewing significant others by telephone 

as part of a modified psychologic autopsy. Nordic Journal of Psychiatry, 54(2), 

127-133.

The first author is a psychiatrist in the Department of Psychiatry, Umeå University, Sweden (no biographical data was provided on the second author).  This research experiment looked at the effectiveness of a specific protocol for contacting potential interviewees in a psychological autopsy.  They used a method based on early contact after the suicide, interviewing over the phone at that initial contact, and with all the interviews conducted by the same researcher.  The timing of contacting relatives is a controversial topic, and this study concluded that the best timing was 2-3 weeks after the suicide.  This contrasts with other authors, who may argue anywhere from 1 to 6 months.  The study also found that the telephone was the most ethical and practical format for contacting and interviewing relatives, based on such information as the interviewees stated reactions to the process.  In terms of practice, this article provides compelling data to encourage investigators to follow this protocol when initiating contact.

Hawton, K, Appleby, L., Platt, S., Foster, T., Cooper, J., Malmberg, A., & Simkin, S. (1998). The psychological autopsy approach to studying suicide: A review of methodological issues. Journal of Affective Disorders (50), 269-276.

This article nicely summarizes methodological issues in conducting psychological autopsies and presents considerations for analyzing empirical studies on the subject. It is an essential article for researchers who will be using the psychological autopsy method for empirical studies concerning such things as risk factors leading to suicide. It does not offer much for the individual who would like to learn how to perform a psychological autopsy for an individual case of equivocal death.

Hourani, L., Jones, D., Kennedy, K., & Hirsch, K. (1999). Review article: Update on suicide assessment instruments and methodologies. US Naval Health Center Research Report, 99-31, 1-19.

Briefly discusses the psychological autopsy as a postmortem tool for assessing suicide. The psychological autopsy is only given cursory attention; however, the description and discussion of the suicide rating scales and instruments are important to anyone who needs to perform psychological autopsies, or for those who must interpret reports that make use of these instruments.

Isometsa, E. (2001). Psychological autopsy studies – a review. Eur Psychiatry (16), 379-385.
This article focuses on the psychological autopsy as a research tool, and only briefly touches upon the history and methodology of conducting a psychological autopsy. As with the Hawton et al article above, it is a good article for researchers but has little to offer forensic investigators. Still, there are useful bits of information to be gained, such as the statistic that 90% of all suicide cases involve a comorbid mental illness.

Jacobs, D., & Klein-Benheim, M. (1995). The psychology autopsy: A useful tool for 

determining proximate causation in suicide cases. Bulletin of the American 

Academy of Psychiatry and the Law, 23(2), 165-182.
Jacobs, assistant clinical professor of psychiatry at Harvard Medical School, and Klein-Benheim, a research associate with a consulting firm in Fairfax, VA, have written a thorough discussion of psychological autopsies in a legal context.  They address the various historical uses of the autopsy, and discuss important legal issues that an investigator must be aware of when writing a forensic autopsy or testifying in court.  They also mention larger issues, such as whether psychological autopsies meet the standards of evidence outlined in Frye or Daubert.  In terms of practical information regarding the conduct of a forensic autopsy, the article is lacking.  The most useful information is a brief summary of Shneidman’s 15 areas to be addressed in a psychological autopsy report.

Jacobs, D., & Klein, M. E. (1993). The expanding role of psychological autopsies. In 

Leenaars, A. A. (Ed.). Suicidology (pp. 209-247). Northvale, NJ: Jason Aronson, 

Inc.

Jacobs, assistant clinical professor of psychiatry at Harvard Medical School, and Klein, a doctoral student in clinical psychology at the University of Michigan, looked at how the psychological autopsy has been used.  They reviewed its general purpose, and then reviewed the literature as it pertained to different specific uses (i.e., in legal cases, criminal cases, with adolescents, geriatric populations, etc.)  They also presented two lengthy cases where psychological autopsies were used in innovative ways.  The chapter provides little instruction about how to conduct the autopsies, but it does provide the beginning investigator with an historical perspective on the use of psychological autopsies, as well as an overview of the research relative to specific uses.

Ogloff, J., & Otto, R. (1993). Psychological autopsy: Clinical and legal perspectives. Saint Louis University Law Journal, 37, 607-646.

Attorneys will find this article to be one of the most useful articles available, packed with information and detailed footnotes, including previous court cases. The information contained herein is also essential for those conducting psychological autopsies. Methodology is less emphasized, and legal issues are comprehensively explored. Discusses uses, limitations, reliability, and validity of psychological autopsies. Also discusses and provides a decision tree regarding general admissibility of expert testimony regarding psychological autopsies. Analyzes both civil (workers compensation, insurance, testamentary capacity and intestate succession, and medical malpractice cases) and criminal psychological autopsy cases.

Litman, R. (1989). 500 psychological autopsies. Journal of Forensic Sciences, 34(3), 638-646.

Dr. Litman is one of the leading experts on psychological autopsies. Though this is an empirical study, the findings have important implications for the how to make effective decisions about determining the causes of equivocal deaths. Five hundred consecutive cases of equivocal death are statistically analyzed. Tables list various factors involved in ingestion deaths, gunshot deaths, and hanging deaths. Though there is little on how to conduct a psychological autopsy, this article is essential for researchers as well as for those forensic investigators who will be responsible for determining cause of death.

Litman, R. (1988). Psychological autopsies, mental illness and intention in suicide. In J. L. Nolan (Ed.), The suicide case: Investigation and trial of insurance claims (pp. 69-82). Chicago: American Bar Association.

This article is well written and interesting to read. The author discusses the importance of intention in distinguishing between suicide and accidental death. This may be crucial for surviving family members, as most life insurance policies are void for cases of suicide. Six case examples are presented, and the role of mental illness in suicide is discussed. This article does not discuss how to conduct a psychological autopsy, but it gives important considerations for those who do conduct them.

Rothberg, J. M. (June, 1998). The army psychological autopsy: Then and now. 

Military Medicine, 163, 427-433.
The army has accepted the practice of psychological autopsy to deal with the Army’s interest in understanding and preventing suicide.  The author has a Ph.D. and works for the Division of Neuropsychiatry at the Walter Reed Army Institute of Research in Washington, D.C., as well as the Department of Psychiatry at the Uniformed Services University of the Health Sciences in Bethesda, MD.  The article does not describe the Army’s procedures for conducting autopsies, but cites a 1988 government pamphlet that does.  Unfortunately, we were unable to locate this pamphlet.  The primary distinction between a civilian and Army autopsy would be that in the case of unequivocal suicide, an autopsy would still be performed in the Army to help explain why the soldier committed suicide.  Beyond this, there is no instruction in this article for the beginning investigator. 

Selkin, J. (1994). Psychology autopsy: Scientific psychohistory or clinical intuition? 

American Psychologist, 49(1), 74-75.


The author, of the Darrow Clinic in Denver, Colorado, briefly summarizes some of the difficulties inherent in the practice of psychological autopsies.  The article is not a condemnation of the practice, but rather a call for standards.  For example, there is no “preponderance of evidence” standard that would determine a conclusion of suicide when the evidence is mixed.  The article is short, but quickly identifies some limitations of this relatively new technique.

Selkin, J. (1987) The psychological autopsy in the courtroom: Contributions of the social sciences to resolving issues surrounding equivocal deaths. Denver, CO: James Selkin, Ph.D.

Though not extremely well organized, this 112 page book is packed with information on procedures and considerations for conducting psychological autopsies. The topics covered are fairly comprehensive, and many case studies and report samples are included. The book was self-published, so it lacks professional polishing, but it is full of substance. Though sometimes a bit outdated, this book is a must for anyone who will be conducting psychological autopsies and needs more detailed information than can be obtained from short articles.

Shneidman, E. S. (1994). The psychology autopsy. American Psychologist, 49(1), 75-76.


Shneidman is considered the father of suicidology and has written extensively on the subject, but here only makes a brief commentary on another article by different authors.  In the course of his commentary, however, he provides comparisons between autopsies, forensic investigations, statistical or demographic reports, and psychological autopsies.  Shneidman believes people frequently confuse psychological autopsies with the other kinds of investigations, which undermines the validity of the practice.  The article raises a very important issue, but is really only a statement of the problem in what should be a more extensive discussion.

Simon, R. (2002). Murder, suicide, accident, or natural death? Assessment of suicide risk factors at the time of death. In R. I. Simon and D. W. Shuman (Eds.), Retrospective assessment of mental states in litigation (pp. 135-153). Washington, D.C.: American Psychiatric Publishing, Inc.

This article is an up-to-date overview of the legal issues for psychological autopsies, especially in distinguishing murder cases from suicide. Includes case examples and references to applicable past legal cases, as well as statistics and considerations for postmortem suicide risk assessment. It will be useful for both attorneys and forensic investigators, who must understand the legal considerations in using the psychological autopsy.

Simon, R. I. (1998). Murder masquerading as suicide: Post-mortem assessment of 

suicide risk factors at the time of death. Journal of Forensic Science, 43(6), 1119-

1123.

Simon, a professor of psychiatry and director of the Program in Psychiatry and Law at Georgetown University School of Medicine, presents an actual case where psychological autopsy was used to clarify the cause of death.  In the case, a woman was found hanging in her closet, an apparent suicide.  Only with data from interviews with friends, family, colleagues, and neighbors was the evidence sufficient to prove beyond a reasonable doubt that the woman had been murdered by her abusive husband.  The greatest use for this article is Table 1, where the author presents his own system for categorizing suicide risk factors, and a rating system for their presence or absence.  The table itself is adapted from another book by the author, Clinical Psychiatry and the Law, Second Edition.  By weighing the present factors facilitating suicide against those inhibiting suicide, the investigator has a crude standard for determining if suicide was the likely cause of death.  In the Selkin article cited earlier, it was stated that there is no standard for determining cause of death.  What Simon proposes may not be sophisticated or officially recognized, but it does imply that a rough standard could be developed.

Young, T. (1992). Personality assessments in equivocal deaths. Journal of personality assessment, 58(2), 430-431.

This very short (2 page) article is simply a commentary about the psychological autopsy being something of an expert opinion, but having scientific value nonetheless. Unless you have an historical interest in a brief description of the 1989 Hartwig case aboard the U.S.S. Iowa (which is actually discussed in more detail in another article by this same author below), this article is not worth getting.

Young, T. (1992). Procedures and problems in conducting a psychological autopsy. International Journal of Offender Therapy and Comparative Criminology, 36(1), 43-52.

This article offers a brief overview of psychological autopsy procedures and problems, and offers two brief case examples, including the 1989 Hartwig case aboard the U.S.S. Iowa, in which Clayton Hartwig was accused of homicide-suicide when he and 46 other sailors died from a gun-turret explosion. This article offers a brief description of what a psychological autopsy is, but does not provide any details on how to conduct one.
