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Abstract: Background: A psychological autopsy is a post-mortem investigative tool used to carry
out a retrospective reconstruction of a missing subject’s life. The method includes gathering informa-
tion from all the potentially involved parties, which may indicate the relevant elements directly or
indirectly to trace the victim’s experience and identify personality traits, lifestyle, and interpersonal
relationships. Discussion: Psychological autopsies are mainly performed during criminal investiga-
tions to identify the cause of death and the specific circumstances (natural, accidental, suicidal, or
homicidal death). In addition, from an epidemiological point of view, this method aims to collect the
relevant information about an individual’s behavior, circumstances, and reasons for their death to
identify common risk factors to prevent new suicides. Although less frequently, this tool can also
serve other purposes, such as the legal validity estimation of pre-death actions. Moreover, it may be
used to assess whether mistakes have been made in treating people undergoing medical or psycho-
logical treatment. Conclusions: Currently, this methodology still has a limited diffusion on the Italian
and European scenes due to the lack of standardized guidelines and substantial relevant scientific
literature. It is the main factor affecting the tool’s reliability, validity, and systematic application in
forensic investigations.
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1. Introduction

The loss of life due to violent circumstances evokes widespread public concern, elic-
iting collective feelings of dismay and insecurity within society [1]. It triggers intense
emotional crises, particularly among the victim’s relatives and close associates, as well
as within the institutions and environments where the incident occurred. The impact is
worsened when criminal acts by third parties cause the loss of life.

Injuries have different causes, including road traffic crashes, falls, drowning, burns,
poisoning, and acts of violence. In particular, 4,400,000 deaths per year derive from
injuries. Among them, unintentional injuries account for approximately 3,160,000 fatalities,
while violence-related injuries result in around 1,250,000 deaths. Road traffic crashes are
responsible for approximately one in three of these deaths, suicides for one in six, homicides
for one in ten, and war conflict for one in sixty-one. Among individuals aged 5-29 years
old, the three most common causes of mortality are injury-related and arise from road
traffic injuries, homicide, and suicide. Drowning ranks as the sixth leading cause of death
for children aged 5-14 years old. Additionally, falls contribute to over 684,000 deaths each
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year, representing a growing yet under-recognized public health concern [2]. Therefore, it
is crucial to shed light on the possible criminogenic context leading to a violent death under
examination by using the multidisciplinary potentials of the forensic sciences. Scientific
techniques and methodologies are used to supplement the traditional legal investigations
and determine whether a legally relevant crime or act has occurred [3].

Like the advancements in other scientific fields, the progress in technology and science
has continually aimed to enhance the investigative techniques and strategies within the
legal realm to achieve the highest levels of validity and reliability. In this context, one
emerging investigative tool is the psychological autopsy, a method centered on retrospec-
tively reconstructing the life of an individual who has gone missing or died violently (either
via suicide or homicide).

The psychological autopsy (PA) is a technique that involves reviewing the psychosocial
aspects of a deceased’s life in the attempt to reconstruct his/her psychological state leading
up to and at the time of their death. Therefore, this tool aims to collect information from all
the potentially relevant sources to review the victim'’s lifetime, identifying their personality
traits, lifestyle, and interpersonal relationships. This process can elucidate the intentions
behind the death, provide insights into the timing and the victim’s involvement in the
event’s dynamics, and suggest underlying motivations [4].

Currently, no standardized guidelines exist for conducting a psychological autopsy,
at least in Italy. However, some recommendations are available, although they have not
garnered universal consensus, indicating a need for further methodological study and
extensive research in this specific scientific field. To the best of our knowledge, only
a few countries have incorporated psychological autopsies into their legal frameworks
as an investigative tool. Notably, Cuba has pioneered in this area, as the Ministry of
Public Health has developed and adopted the MAPI (Modelo de Autopsia Psicologica
Integrado) protocol [5,6].

This communication aims to shed light on the current state of the art regarding the
application of the psychological autopsy, to identify its methodological limitations, and to
understand how it may be implemented in the legal field.

2. Materials and Methods

A comprehensive literature search was conducted using the following primary scien-
tific research databases: PubMed, Scopus, Google Scholar, and the Web of Science. The
search strategy focused on identifying the relevant studies and authoritative contributions
related to the application of a psychological autopsy in forensic, medico-legal, and crimi-
nal contexts, as well as its standardization. The following keywords were used alone or
combined in different ways: Psychological Autopsy, Medico-Legal Investigation, Criminal
Investigation, Forensic Psychiatry, Standardization, Legal Framework, Forensic Evidence
Collection, Death Investigation, and Forensic Assessment Tools. From the articles retrieved,
we selected those pertinent to the topic, and relevant data were extracted. This process
ensured that the collected information was directly instrumental to implementing a psycho-
logical autopsy in the abovementioned fields, thus contributing to a comprehensive and
well-supported analysis of the subject matter.

3. The Evolution of the Methodology

Both in suicide and criminal cases, different approaches to the psychological autopsy
have been outlined in the literature, with the common characteristic of using interviews as
a central tool. These interviews have typically consisted of a structured set of points and
questions to be asked, aiming at exploring all the ambits of interest related to the deceased
person. Generally, for each point, it is recommended to start with an open-ended question,
followed by a more specific and closed question (semi-structured interview format), to
increase the interviewee’s trust and ease. Moreover, the setting and demeanor of the
interviewer are crucial in establishing an atmosphere of trust and collaboration that can
guarantee reliable results, preserving the psychological integrity of the interviewee [7].
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Several interview models have been suggested to boost the reliability of the obtained
information and meet the criteria for admissibility in court. Nonetheless, these models
are not a standardized protocol, and each method can be prone to interpretation and
conduction bias.

The first authors to deal with the psychological autopsy were Shneidman and Farberow
in 1961, who defined it as “a retroactive reconstruction of the life of a person that can
individuate aspects revealing the intentions behind the death, supply clues to the type of
death, the level (if any) of participation in the dynamics and explain the reasons why the
death occurred at that given moment” [4].

In particular, Shneidman’s approach involved the administration of an interview—described
as a “mixture of conversation, interview, emotional support, general questions, and a good
deal of listening”—consisting of 16 criteria characterizing the victim’s lifestyle, life stressor
events, any psychiatric disease, and any other previous suicide attempts.

Unlike Shneidman’s criteria, Rosenberg and the working group on the determination
and reporting of suicide (1988) proposed a more scientific view of the interview to increase
its reliability in Law Courts. This working group drew up 22 criteria and ambits of
interest to assess during the interview (OCDS: Operational Criteria for the Determination
of Suicide) [8].

Similarly, Litman (1989) referred to the psychological autopsy as a tool for retrospec-
tively analyzing the personality traits and socio-relational conditions of individuals during
their lifetime to gain an understanding of the circumstances surrounding their death [9].

Subsequently, Jobes (1991) et al. defined the Empirical Criteria for the Determination
of Suicide, consisting of 16 items mainly aimed at going into greater depth regarding the
criteria of self-infliction and intention, which have been demonstrated to have the strongest
correlation with the suicide event [10].

In 1995, Gelles proposed a guide widely adopted in Chile [11]. It consisted of a semi-
structured interview subdivided into 24 assessment areas, including the intentional and
lethal nature of the suicide behavior, as well as the relational, social, and working activities
of the victim.

To ensure the proper utilization of this investigative tool, Garcia-Pérez (1998) advo-
cated for integrating forensic psychologists into the working groups at crime scenes [12].
This integration was deemed essential due to the critical role of interdisciplinary activities
in solving criminal cases. By viewing it from this standpoint, the psychological autopsy
had the potential to act as a form of evidence in the legal domain. Moreover, Garcia-Pérez
developed the Model of Integrated Psychological Autopsy (MAPI), a method widely used
in Latin America consisting of a semi-structured interview with yes/no answers subdivided
into 60 areas [13]. There was also a version including a battery of questions specifically
created for the investigations of death via suicide.

To make more scientific use of the tool, Canter and Alison (1999) [14] proposed the
following points: (1) collecting elements that offer alternative explanations justifying the
equivocal death; (2) indicating the proofs that support or deny each explanation; (3) making
a complete summing up of the evidence and the way it links to the criteria required for
its admissibility as proof; (4) indicating an assessment of the available evidence and the
procedures that determined its validity and accuracy; and (5) clearly stating how the
evidence is used to reach the conclusions about each alternative explanation.

In 2003, Werlang and Botega proposed another interesting model in the investigational
field, that is, the Semi-Structured Interview for Psychological Autopsy (SSIPA), which
contained 69 items subdivided into four areas: precipitating factors and stressors, motiva-
tion, lethal method, and the intentionality of the act [15]. It was an attempt to produce an
algorithm allowing an interpretation of a “more standardized interview”.

Lastly, the Psychological Autopsy Methodology Checklist (PAMC) was created to ad-
dress the fundamental aspects of the case-control research methodology and the distinctive
methodologies employed in psychological autopsy studies. It incorporates the established
elements outlined in a validated checklist for studies utilizing case-control designs and
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associated methods, as developed by Downs and Black (1998) [16], covering aspects like
external and internal validity. Several items from their report have been adjusted for use
in the PAMC. Additionally, specific PAMC items were formulated to account for the spe-
cialized aspects of case-control psychological autopsy research, informed by the authors’
collective experience and two reviews on the methodology of case-control psychological
autopsy research conducted by Conner et al. (2011, 2012) [17,18]. Furthermore, 35 reports
included in a meta-analysis of case-control psychological autopsy research on mood and
substance use disorders (Conner et al., 2017) [19] were utilized to refine the PAMC and
establish its inter-rater reliability [20-53]. The PAMC was developed based on five steps:
the drafting of items, revision of items, training of raters, second revision, and inter-rater
reliability. It is a valid method to carry out a psychological autopsy, given the inter-rater
reliability demonstrated by the scale. On the other hand, the PAMC still has some limits,
such as not examining other clinical elements of studies like their timeliness. In addition,
the PAMC was produced to foster a “quantitative” analysis of the characteristics featured
by the psychological autopsy but lacks any indications about qualitative elements.

Among the mentioned protocols, only those provided by Rosenberg et al. [8], Jobes et al. [10],
and Werlang and Botega [15] illustrate a systematic structure since they explain the items
to explore in the interviews either by attaching the checklist for the psychological autopsy
performance in the case of structured interviews or describing step by step the procedure
directly in the text in the case of semi-structured interviews. Tables 1-3 provide a graphical
illustration of these methodologies to highlight the strengths and weaknesses.

Table 1. Psychological autopsy methodologies with structured interviews.

Name Author Country  Reference
OCDS (Operational Criteria for the
Determination of Suicide) Rosenberg et al. USA (8]
ECDS
(Empirical Criteria for the Determination of Jobes et al. USA [10]
Suicide manner of death)
SSIPA
(Semi-Structured Interview for Werlang and Botega Brazil [12]

Psychological Autopsy)

Table 2. Psychological autopsy methodologies with structured interviews.

Name Type of Interview Subdivision in Areas Number of Items Answer to Items
Total: 14
Among them: Y (yes);
3 for the explicit expression of N (no);
OCbs No suicidal intent; 0 (no evidence);
11 for the implicit or indirect - (respondent not asked)
expression of suicidal intent
)
Forensic variables PRES
(2) (present)
Psychological variables Total:16 ABSENT
3) 55 initial items (22 of them deriving (absent)
ECDS Recent behavior variables from OCDS). NOT INVEST
4) From the initial 55, 16 empirical (not investigated)
Recent experience variables criteria were selected NOT DETERM
(5) after validation (investigated but its
Chronic behavior variables presence can’t
(6) be determined)

Historic variables
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Table 2. Cont.

Name Type of Interview Subdivision in Areas Number of Items Answer to Items
Precipitants and/or stressors:
general question plus 2 items with
(1) dichotomic alternatives.
Precipitant and/or stressors MOthatlor;a%fgril;aiv?};smn plus Open answers.
Semi-structured, (2) dichotomic alternatives Dichotomic answer: yes
based on closed, Motivation . . or no.
SSIPA Lethality: general question plus . .
open and/or 3) 5 items (3 of which with Multiple-choice answers.
echo-questions ! Lethality multiple-choice answers; 3 of 5 with Specification of the
Inten t(ii)nali ¢ specification of the death method). death method.
y Intentionality: general question plus
25 more items with
dichotomic alternatives.
! Echo-questions: questions that repeat part of the answer of the interviewee, aiming to further elaborate it.
Table 3. Psychological autopsy methodologies with structured interviews.
Name Subdivision of Items in Sections Cut-Off Validation of Accuracy
OCDSs No Not specified No
Section A: self-infliction and intention (13 items) 3 self-infliction score 100% of suicides predicted
ECDS Section B: self-infliction only (2 items) Tus > 3 intention score 83% of accidents predicted
Section C: intention only (1 item) pius = 92% of cases correctly classified
SSIPA No Not specified Values lower than 80% were found

in only 5% of the measurements.

4. Potential Fields of Application

Historically, despite its demonstrated utility in various areas, the psychological au-
topsy has predominantly been used in epidemiological studies focused on suicide [54-56],
with clearly defined objectives such as assessing the risk profile [57,58], characterizing the
childhood and adolescent suicide population [35,59-61] as well as that of the elderly popu-
lation [62,63], differentiating the suicide population by using the method employed [64,65]
and the risk factors associated with suicidal behavior, such as the presence of mental
disorders [52,64,66,67], particular personality traits [68], adverse events in life [69,70], or
unfavorable psychosocial factors [71-74]. Based on the obtained results, the psychological
autopsy has been demonstrated to be a valuable predictive tool in the scientific disciplines
exploring mental health, such as psychiatry and psychology, helping to establish a risk
profile for suicide and define specific prevention policies for the categories at risk [58,75,76].
Psychiatric diseases, substance abuse, psychological disorders, genetics, family and social-
cultural situations, trauma, or loss experiences are all factors influencing the likelihood of
suicide [77,78], with drug abuse and mental illness frequently coexisting [79]. Other poten-
tial risk factors involve having a family history of suicide, having previously attempted
suicide [80], having a readily available means to end one’s life, or having traumatic brain
damage [81]. Based on the obtained information about the suicide risk factors in specifically
selected populations, the psychological autopsy can be used as a systematic preventive
intervention tool in social contexts with high rates of suicide or suicidal behavior (such as
prisons, military barracks, etc.).

The psychological autopsy serves a practical purpose, for example, in discriminating
between genuine suicide and suspected criminal interventions by third parties [82] in cases
of suspicious or equivocal death, i.e., when the manner of death (such as suicide, accident,
or otherwise) is uncertain or not immediately evident [83].

Thus, while its initial application was within clinical settings, its capacity to analyze the
psychological processes of the deceased individual and the circumstances surrounding their
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death revealed its value as a forensic tool. In this way, similarly to other ancillary branches
such as forensic genetics, forensic toxicology, and forensic radiology, the psychological
autopsy provides a useful tool to gather information for investigations.

The psychological autopsy application in the criminal field becomes even more func-
tional when the historical and circumstantial data are unclear. Such scenarios are relatively
common, for example, when the information provided by relatives is conflicting or insuffi-
cient to reconstruct a clear sequence of events. In other words, although a psychological
autopsy does not offer conclusive evidence, it provides admissible clues in legal contexts [3].
This tool is not a replacement for forensic and medical-legal investigations. Instead, it has
to be considered a complementary tool to be adopted by experts in the field appointed by
the judicial authority to find additional evidence through a validated method [84].

The progressive application of this investigation method, not only in cases of suicide
but also above all in cases of suspicious deaths, has gradually been shown to have a dual
relevance because, on the one hand, it contributes to the work of the police forces and legal
operators, helping to clarify the causes and circumstances of the death (whether natural,
accidental, suicidal, or homicidal), and, on the other hand, it has resulted in a valuable tool
for victim profiling.

In certain criminal cases in the United States, psychological autopsies have been used
to assess the potential influence of external factors on a victim’s suicide. A notable example
is Jackson v. State [85], where the psychological autopsy was employed to explore the role
of an abusive relationship in the victim’s death. Additionally, in U.S. v. St. Jean [86], the
prosecution used a psychological autopsy to evaluate whether the suspected homicide
victim might have been a likely candidate for suicide.

It is important to emphasize that the role of the psychological autopsy in criminal
investigations is still limited and only occasionally used, mainly due to the reservations
about this tool’s usability in forensic contexts. Moreover, collaboration with the police is
limited to the later phases of the investigation when the crime scene and medico-legal
investigations have already been made [87,88].

In evaluating the admissibility of the psychological autopsies within criminalistic
legal proceedings, the application of the Daubert standard presents significant challenges.
The Daubert criteria, which require expert testimony to be grounded in scientifically valid
methods and procedures, set a high bar for evidence acceptance in court [89]. These criteria
include the testability of the methodology, peer review and publication, known error rates,
general acceptance within the relevant scientific community, and the existence of standards
governing the application of the techniques used.

The psychological autopsy consideration under the Daubert standard raises several
issues that complicate its admissibility. Firstly, the testability of the psychological autopsy
is inherently limited, as the method relies on retrospective interviews with third parties and
the analysis of historical documents rather than on repeatable experiments. Peer review
and publication represent another area of concern. Although there is a body of literature
discussing psychological autopsies, the extent to which these studies are accepted and
disseminated varies. The method has been subject to scrutiny and debate, particularly
regarding its interpretative nature, which can undermine the perceived scientific reliabil-
ity of the findings. The error rate estimation for psychological autopsies is particularly
problematic due to the qualitative nature of the data involved. General acceptance within
the scientific community is also not unequivocal for psychological autopsies. While the
technique is recognized in certain fields, such as forensic psychiatry and legal medicine, its
interpretative nature and lack of standardization have prevented it from achieving univer-
sal acceptance across the broader scientific community. Lastly, the relevance and reliability
of psychological autopsies are contingent upon the quality of the information gathered and
the competence of the expert conducting the analysis. The method’s reliance on third-party
interviews introduces potential biases, including recall bias, which can significantly affect
the accuracy and reliability of the findings [89-91]. In summary, the psychological autopsy
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may provide valuable insights in specific forensic settings, but its application in court is
limited if it is subject to the strict requirements of the Daubert standard.

While there is still hesitation regarding its use in criminal cases, testimony based on
psychological autopsies has been more readily accepted in civil cases [92]. In particular,
in the civil field, this tool could be functional to establish the subject’s competency and
mental status when drawing up a final will. This approach is particularly applicable in
cases involving the validity of legal documents, such as wills or contracts, where under-
standing an individual’s mental state at the time of execution is crucial. In other words,
a retrospective assessment of the psychological and emotional condition of the deceased
through a psychological autopsy can provide insight into their decision-making abilities
and overall legal competence during critical moments.

Moreover, the psychological autopsy, which originated as a support for the medico-
legal diagnosis of suicides, has now evolved into a tool that can be useful in many other
areas apart from the forensic field. Over time, it has become a significant asset in fields
like forensic psychology, psychiatry, and criminology [93]. Therefore, its multifaceted role,
centered on analyzing and interpreting the psychological findings, allows a comprehensive
examination of the deceased person, providing reliable information serving to reconstruct
the criminal dynamics or the level of participation that the victim may have had in the
fatal event [13,94]. Within this context, the victim’s personal documents, property, pro-
fessional or artistic productions, living areas during life, relationships, and interactions
in the social field, all of which are typical elements determining the fatal event, take on a
particular relevance [3].

5. Discussion and Conclusions

As it has emerged up to this point, a few critical issues hinder the systematic adoption
of the psychological autopsy method.

One drawback of psychological autopsy is its inherently retrospective nature, as data
are collected after the individual’s death. Since the direct questioning of the subject is
impossible, the process relies solely on the information provided by the acquaintances and
family members of the deceased (i.e., any person who had a relatively close relationship
or contact with the defunct), without any clear definition of the sources from which data
should best be collected [95-97].

Cultural considerations are important: even though a universally applicable tool could
be beneficial for conducting psychological autopsies in legal contexts, the protocols should
be tailored to factors like the deceased’s language, nationality, and cultural background [17].

Numerous efforts have been undertaken to standardize the procedures for conducting
psychological autopsies, aiming to minimize the variables that could introduce bias in vari-
ous ways. However, despite its significance, the application of this investigative method
has received limited attention. Certainly, there is not enough scientific literature assessing
its efficacy and contribution in comparison to the traditional methods. In addition, the
studies available about the application of the psychological autopsy show extreme method-
ological non-homogeneity since there are differences in terms of the structural aspects of
the analytical tool (interview), number and professional skills of the examiners involved,
quality and quantity of data to record, information sources to be identified, timing, and
place where the investigation should be made [67]. Furthermore, these studies are primarily
case-control studies, where the primary bias is due to the difference between the deceased
cases and live controls. It has been suggested to use control subjects having the same age,
gender, and medical conditions as the studied cases to gain more reliable information [71].

The present literature review demonstrates an extreme methodological inhomogeneity
and the lack of a systematic application of the psychological autopsy. The available studies
are mainly focused on the tool application in the clinical contexts of the mental health
field [98,99] to identify the risk factors associated with suicide [73,98], individual differ-
ences in terms of gender and ethnic origin [100], in such cases as during the COVID-19
pandemic [99], and with suicide in the elderly population [63,101-103].
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The need for a single standardized model is clearly shown in this article, serving to
individuate the specific areas of use and to define the possible applications in the forensic
context, especially in cases of investigations related to suspicious deaths. Commonly, there
emerges the absence of “single governance” or precise and well-defined coordination
of legal investigations and expert opinion reports, which should be performed by the
Magistrate or designated delegates. These are needed to allow the experts and consultants
sufficient time to carry out all the activities involved in a psychological autopsy, which
inevitably takes time and involves many resources.

A standardized methodology would guarantee not only a more solid scientific ba-
sis for the psychological autopsy, but also a greater satisfaction of the Daubert criteria,
which would make it more admissible as proof in the legal field [89]. As many authors
have pointed out, this would result in the procedure becoming a regular practice in the
forensic field [83,104-106].

To promote the systematic adoption of psychological autopsies, establishing a frame-
work for standardized guidelines is essential. Although no methodological approach has
been so far promoted as a standard, some procedural key points seem to be consistently
accounted for.

Thus, a potential recommendable framework should ensure that the interviewers
receive comprehensive foundational training that covers the essential skills and knowledge
areas relevant to the practice. Additionally, ethical principles, such as cultural sensitivity,
should be emphasized to ensure that the interviews are appropriately adapted to the needs
of the individuals being interviewed. This approach would help make the interviewee
feel more at ease and more likely to provide as much information as possible. Moreover,
the guidelines for conducting interviews should be designed with flexibility, allowing for
adjustments that respect the unique characteristics of each case.

It is crucial to establish standardized guidelines for the timing of interviews in psy-
chological autopsies. Conducting interviews too soon after the subject’s death may lead
to cognitive biases due to heightened emotional responses, while delaying them for too
long increases the risk of important details being omitted or forgotten. To enhance the
validity and reliability of psychological autopsies as a practical tool, evidence-based studies
should inform the optimal timing for these interviews, ensuring a balanced approach that
minimizes emotional bias and preserves accuracy.

Furthermore, the involvement of a multidisciplinary team is crucial. This team should
not only include a forensic pathologist but also other professionals, such as a forensic
psychiatrist, to ensure a holistic approach. Such collaboration should begin at the earliest
stages of the investigation, including at the crime scene, to gather the most comprehensive
evidence possible.
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