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Abstract: Any crime scene investigation is a real challerfige those involved in forensic
examination. Especially in those cases where ahdmatrred, evidence dynamics and the amount of
data colected must lead to an undoubtful concludiosome cases investigators have to establish a
clear difference betweesccident, suicide, homicidend a natural death. It is the case of equivocal
death, where is necessary to understand all thehpsgcial factors who have contributed to this end
in order to clarify the nature of death. The psyobiwal autopsy is the appropriate procedure in
these cases. The present article will describeteisnique.
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1 Considerations

A psychological autopsy is a forensic technique theolves reconstructing the
psychosocial aspects of a victim’s life. It may been as an extension of
victimology This reconstruction is based upon informatiorngegd from personal

documents (including electronic documents, sucterasils, word documents),
police reports, medical and coroner’s records, faué-to-face interviews with

families, friends, and others who had contact it victim before the death. All
these data may reconstruct the deceased’s psydtalatate leading up to and at
the time of death. Oftentimes a timeline is cordtd that depicts major life
stressors (financial problems, drugs abuse, losa tfved ones), psychological
states, and major life events (birthdays, marriag&3. Known psychological

theories are applied to these data to develogtéms profile and background,

and to better infer the interpersonal relationshjgersonality traits, and coping
mechanismsThe psychological autopsy assists the investigatotsderstanding

what role the deceased had in his own dé&télles, 1995).
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2 A brief history of psychological autopsy

The first psychological autopsy research was mibk&lyl Gregory Zilboorg'’s
investigation of ninety-three consecutive suicidgspolice officers in New York
City between 1934 and 1940. In 1958 the chief nadéxaminer of the Los
Angeles Coroners Office asked a team of professoftam the Los Angeles
Suicide Prevention Center to help in his investayabf equivocal cases where a
cause of death was not immediately clear. Having ploint start on these
investigations, the psychiatrist Edwin Shneidmaimeo the phrase “psychological
autopsy” to describe the procedure he and his tdamsearchers developed during
those investigations. The method involved talkimgai tactful and systematic
manner to key persons — a spouse, lover, paremtyngchild, friend, colleague,
physician, supervisor, and coworker — who knew dbeeased. Their practice of
investigating equivocal death in Los Angeles cagoh for almost thirty years and
allowed for more accurate classification of equalateaths as well as contributing
to experts’ understanding of suicide.

In the 1970s and 1980s, researchers using the gggital autopsy method

investigated risk factors for suicide. Psycholobg@matopsies have confirmed that
the vast majority of suicide victims could be diaged as having had a mental
disorder, usually depression, maniac depressionalashol or drug problems.

Other studies focused upon the availability ofdimas in the home of suicide
completers, traumatic events in person’s lives, @iher psychological and social
factors!

3. Types of psychological autopsies

There are two major fields where the psychologatbpsies should be applied:
the suicide psychological autopgfsPA) and thesquivocal death psychological
autopsy (EDPA) (La Fon, 1999). Both applications use a ilsimprocedure
although each application’s purpose or goal is fiferent.

! http://www.encyclopedia.com/doc/1G2-3407200026lhtm
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3.1. Suicide psychological autopsy

This type of clinical approach is performed where tthanner of deathis
unequivocally a suicide. For this purpose therectgar guidelines provided by the
Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, Atjatd$A?, guidelines that
establish suicide as the appropriate mode of dghiheset. al., 1987). These
guidelines classify a death as suicide based opritgence of self-inflicted injury
evidence and explicit/implicit intend to die.

Understanding the psychosocial factors that comteith to the suicide is the

prevalent purpose of the SPA. Data from the SPAcalected and databased by
suicidologists to better understand suicide caosatdr the purposes of clinical

intervention and prevention.

3.2. Equivocal death psychological autopsy

An equivocal death is any death in which the marmfieteath is not immediately
clear. Shneidman (1981) estimates that between ®80628% of all deaths are
equivocal.

The EDPA is a form of death investigation that marsélyze alternative manners
of death in an attempt to provide new informatidmow the circumstances
surrounding the death that can then be furthersitigated by the appropriate
authorities (Spellman and Heyne, 1989). The bestvknapplication of EDPA is in
cases where a homicide is presented by the autharsaicide through a staged
crime scene. Through a complete documentation dfinvis background, the
specialist in EDPA will provide useful informatiam reconstructing the crime and
the case will remain under investigation.

Those who conduct equivocal death psychologicalopsiés are generally
psychologists or psychiatrists who have trainingd aexperience in death
investigation and forensic pathology.

! The manner of death refers to the specific cirtante by wich a death result (Joletsal, 1987).
There are four generally accepted manners of deakural, accident, suicide, and homicide
(Spellman and Heyne, 1989). Furthermore, shouldhdted that the cause of death (pathological
process that results in the physical body’s deathpt the same with the manner of death.

2 See http://www.cdc.gov.
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4 The accuracy of psychological autopsy procedure

There are several studies on psychological autdpsiyding: Clark and Horton-
Deutsch, 1992; Wolford and Reihman, 1991; Grieger @reen, 1998; Younget
al., 1990. The most notable research was publishetabifon in 2001. La Fon
provided an empirically based core set of companémtbe included in EDPA.
These components are a consensus of experts basedadionwide survey. As La
Fon notes, This list of components provides an operationainiteén of an EDPA
agreed upon by the relevant scientific comunityis Thesearch of EDPA
components provides a platform for establishingmsific reliability and validity:
the next step for today’s researchers to move thebByond clinical intuition
toward an empirically validated scientific t6@lLa Fon, 2002, p. 162)

Another point of view is seeing psychological astp@as a core component of the
criminal profiling method (Turvey, 2002). Comparéa criminal profiling and
homicide investigations, EDPA may provide usefuiformation for ongoing
criminal investigations. The psychological autopaie the victimology step of
criminal profiling and extend it to include psycbgical data not otherwise
apparent to the death investigator (Turvey, 2002).

To date, no study on this matter have been puldighéRomania. The following
guidelines published by La Fon may be considered atart point for romanian
practitioners and researchers in future studies:

Item description Essential | Non- p
essentiah

Interview data from the family 23 0 000*

Interview data from superiors or employeps 21 2 *000

Interview data from co-workers 23 0 000*

Interview data from close friends 23 0 000*

Interview data from those who were last|t82 0 000*

see decendent alive

Interview data from recent neighbors 17 6 022*

Medical examiner's report, lab studies, 23 0 000*
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toxicology reports

Police reports, crime or death scer23 000*
evidence

Contents of decedent’s medicine chest 22 1 000F
Review of locations involved such as hoi3 000*
and when the death occurred

Recent writings made by decedent 23 0 0007
Books or videos owned by the decedent 18 5 007
Family constellation 21 2 000*
Family history (mh, familial relations, deatt23 000*

HXx)

Medical history 23 000*
Drug and alcohol use history 23 0 000*
Education history (educ. level, grades, etc.) 20 3 000*
Employment history (stability, difficulties)| 23 0 00*
Trauma history (including previoys23 000*
suicidal/homicidal bevahiors)

Residential history (including stability) 21 2 000*
Interpersonal relationship history 23 0 000*
Legal history (including criminal records) 22 1 600
Psychiatric treatment history 23 0 000*
Demographics of the decendent 22 0 000
Physical condition of decendent at time| &3 000*
death

Decendent’s most recent occupation 18 5 007t
Decendent’s religious practices 21 2 000*
Decendent’s personal finances 22 0 000
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Description of decendent’s personality 22 000*
Description of decendent’s lifestyle 22 000*
The decedent’s pattern of reacting to stress 23 00*0
Recent stressors, tensions 23 000
The presence of alcohol in lifestyle an@3 000*
death

The presence of drugs in lifestyle and death 23 00*0
Changes in decendent’s habits before death 23 * 00
The nature of decendent’s interpersonaB 000*
relationships and interpersonal network

Conduct a reflective mse prior to death 22 0007
Assess any anger directed at particulap 000*
people

Motivation assessement: decedent’s inteR? 000*

or motive in his or her own death

Decedent’s death ideation 22 000*
Presence of typical pre-suicidal behaviors 22 *000
Assess suicide notes, if present 23 0007
Decedent’'s familiarity with method 0f23 000*
death

Ratings of lethality of death 23 000*
Reaction of informants to decedent’s death 19 *002
Determine the level of risk factors (i.e. higi21 000*
risk victim/low risk victim)

Establish Timeline: A reconstruction pR3 000*
events occurring on the day before the

decedent’s death
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Establish Timeline: A reconstruction pfl9 4 002*
events at the time of death and up to|12
months prior

The relationship between the decedent gg@ 2 000*
the death location

Presence of sexual paraphernalia 18 5 007F
Any special conditions or special features 22 1 *000

*significantly essential itemg€05)

La Fon’s components of the EDFRurvey, 2002, pp. 162-163)

Turvey (2002) notes that this list of EDPA compadseadso provides a platform for
the establishment of agpidemiological homicide victimology databasmilar to
the FBI's Violent Criminal Apprehension Program QGAP). Established by the
Department of Justice in 1985, FBI-VICAP servegtas national repository for
violent crimes; specifically homicides, sexual aftsa missing persons, and
unidentified human remains. Comprehensive casenrdton submitted to FBI-
ViCAP is maintained in the national database anmraatically compared to all
other cases in the database to identify similaitiédditionally, individual case
submissions are analyzed by crime analysts thraghapplication of analytical
skills, education, specialized training, and resear

5.  The psychological autopsy and criminal profiling

The psychological autopsy and, especially, the EDP#n assist the criminal
profiler by providing an extensive amount of detatb the victim’'s mental status
and personality. This detail is built on psychobagitheory that is based on
decades of scientific research (La Fon, 2002).

This information can include:

- the likelihood that the deceased played a roleisnolvn death and what
that role might have been;

! http://www.fbi.gov.
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- theoretically based predictions of the deceasedtsatior, cognition, and
feelings up to and at the time of death;

- veracity assessments of associated individual'serstents based on a
working knowledge of the deceased,;

- atimeline of the deceased’s actions, thoughts feglthgs prior to death;

- an explanation of the behavioral correlates astetiith any mental or
personality disorders of the deceased, his or dmily, and or associated
individuals;

- assistance in ruling out actions or behaviors nmtgouent with the
deceased’s personality (La Fon, 2002).

The criminal profiling process is a work of an eatteam. Information gathered
need a huge investigative effort from those invdlv€he psychological autopsy
only implies a few investigators working for somayd in collecting data,
interviewing all relevant people or making conneti between victim and crime
occurred. The result must be a full-data reporiciwhwill provide all necessary
aspects in generating the victim’s profile and.risk

Many suitable crimes for profiling are poor in plogd evidence, especially those
committed by offenders with criminal culture. Thesgme scenes rarely offer
clues about individuals responsible, and for te&son the investigation team will
ask the criminal profiler specialist for help. Wdi the physical evidence, the
behavioral clues are present in all crime sites iatetpreting them correctly will
guide the investigative effort to a good suspeat to

6. Conclusions

Although the Romanian police procedure does ndudeccriminal profiling as a

mandatory activity in criminal investigations, morand more forensic

psychologists are invited to provide suggestionglifferent inquiries. The next

step is to overcome this level and to begin a p=ifmal assistance of profilers in
law enforcement agencies.

From inquiries related to missing persons to hoteisior equivocal deaths, the
profilers work may be seen as a helping hand irstigative effort. In crimes
where time is crucial, the forensic psychologistyro#fer fast case assessments in
order to guide the investigators to the correct w@gse assessment strategies,
including threshold assessment, are investiga@monts that reviews the initial
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physical evidence of crime related behavior, vidiogy, and crime scene
characteristics for a particular unsolved crimeoaimer to provide immediate
investigative direction. (Baez al, 2000).
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