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DISCLOSURES/DISCLAIMERS

 I serve  on the Board of Directors and Executive Committee of 
the National Association of Medical Examiners (NAME)

 The views/opinions expressed reflect my  own perspective  as a 
board-certified forensic pathology

 The views/opinions expressed do not reflect the policies or 
positions of NAME or those of any company/clients which I 
work/consult with





MEDICOLEGAL JURISDICTION

 Suspected or apparent homicide

 Suspected or apparent suicide

 Suspected or apparent accident

 Skeletal remains

 Unnatural or unexpected infant/child deaths

 Death occurring while in police custody

 Apparent natural death with no primary care 
provider to sign the death certificate







MANNER 
OF DEATH

Natural

Accident

Suicide

Homicide

Undetermined
2019-2024



FORENSIC 
AUTOPSY 
PERFORMANCE 
STANDARDS

Standard A1: 
Responsibilities
 …must investigate 

cooperatively 
with, but 
independent 
from, law 
enforcement and 
prosecutors 

 To promote 
competent and 
objective death 
investigations



As a participant in the investigation 
of death, you join a team of 

multidisciplinary experts, focused 
on determining the cause of death.



MEDICOLEGAL 
DEATH 

INVESTIGATOR

“The role of the medicolegal death 
investigator is to investigate any death that 
falls under the jurisdiction of the medical 
examiner or coroner, including all suspicious, 
violent, unexplained and unexpected deaths” 
- American Board of Medicolegal Death 
Investigators (ABMDI). 



IMPORTANCE OF INVESTIGATION

Without a complete investigation:

➢ Difficult to determine cause and manner of 
death

➢ Disadvantage for pathologist conducting 
autopsy

➢ Disadvantage for those trying court cases

➢ Hinders prevention efforts



INVESTIGATION

ALL DEATHS

oName

oDemographics

oMedical, Mental, Social 
history

oFacts and circumstances

oWhere, when, date and 
time pronounced and by 
whom



SCENE RESPONSE?

Death Scene – location where the person is 
found deceased or pronounced death

Incident Scene – location where significant 
event, including a death, took place



DEATHS IN CUSTODY QUESTIONS

PRECUSTODY/ARREST

oReason stopped, 
detained, or arrested??

oLess lethal options used?? 

oWere restraints used

BOOKING/INCARCERATION

oDate booked or entry into 
prison

oCharges??

oHousing status 

oSuicide watch

oRestrained 

oMedical treatment







AUTOPSY

Standard B3: Selecting Deaths Requiring 
Forensic Autopsies
❖The forensic pathologist shall perform a 

forensic autopsy when:
✓B3.3 the death is associated with police action. 

✓B3.4 the death is apparently non-natural and in 
custody of a local, state, or federal institution. 



ANCILLARY STUDIES

PHOTOGRAPHY

RADIOLOGY

EVIDENCE

HISTOLOGY

TOXICOLOGY

MICROBIOLOGY





DESCRIBED HOW INJURY 
OCCURRED

…during legal intervention 

Struck by car while pursued by law 
enforcement

Asphyxia during restraint by law 
enforcement 

Acute intoxication by “X” while being 
detained by law enforcement



KEY TAKE HOME POINTS

• Medicolegal death investigators are 
important members of the team

• Death investigator independence is 
essential

• Consistent and standardized procedures







THANK YOU 

Jan M.  Gorniak, DO, D-ABMDI, MHSA

Forensic Pathologist

World Peace Forensic Consulting, LLC

drquincydo@sbcglobal.net
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