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Abstract  

Forensic pathology plays a crucial role in investigating unnatural deaths, providing insights that influence legal and judicial outcomes. 
This systematic review examines case studies and procedures in forensic pathology to identify common methodologies, challenges, and 
trends in unnatural death investigations. By analyzing a selection of case studies across various regions and types of deaths, including 
homicide, suicide, and accidental deaths, this review highlights the standard forensic techniques employed—such as autopsy, toxicology, 
DNA analysis, and imaging technologies—and discusses their impact on case resolution. Findings indicate significant advancements 
in technology and methodology, yet also reveal challenges such as jurisdictional variations, resource limitations, and inconsistencies in 
procedure standardization. This review underscores the need for uniform forensic protocols to improve investigative outcomes and legal 
accuracy. Recommendations include adopting standardized practices, improving resource allocation, and encouraging further research 
into underexplored areas of forensic pathology. This work aims to provide forensic professionals, policymakers, and researchers with 
insights that contribute to the refinement of death investigation procedures and support the justice system. 
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Introduction 

Forensic pathology is a critical field in forensic science, dedicated to determining the cause and manner of 
death through scientific examination of bodies and circumstances. Unnatural deaths—including homicides, 
suicides, accidents, and undetermined cases—require a meticulous investigation by forensic pathologists, 
whose findings often have substantial implications for the legal and judicial processes (DiMaio & DiMaio, 
2001; Alrabei, 2023). With the increase in the complexity of forensic cases, the importance of well-
documented procedures and standardization in forensic pathology has become more prominent (Saukko 
& Knight, 2015). This systematic review aims to analyze key case studies and procedures, offering insights 
into common methodologies, advancements, and challenges in unnatural death investigations. 

Unnatural death investigations employ various forensic techniques such as autopsy, toxicology screening, 
histology, and DNA analysis to gather evidence. Each of these techniques has specific applications 
depending on the case type; for instance, toxicology is essential in overdose cases, while DNA analysis plays 
a pivotal role in identifying perpetrators or confirming identities in homicides (Goldberger & Caplan, 2020; 
Almomani et al., 2023). Recent technological advancements, including post-mortem imaging techniques 
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like CT and MRI, have enhanced the non-invasive examination capabilities of forensic pathologists, 
allowing them to detect hidden injuries and preserve evidence (Roberts et al., 2012; Jahmani et al., 2023). 

However, forensic pathology faces numerous challenges, including the lack of standardized procedures 
across jurisdictions, limited resources, and varying levels of expertise, which can lead to inconsistencies in 
investigative outcomes (Hanzlick et al., 1999). Standardization has been recommended by many experts to 
ensure that forensic findings are reliable, reproducible, and legally defensible (Byard, 2016; Alrabei & 
Ababnehi, 2021). Such uniformity can minimize discrepancies in case evaluations, promoting fairer and 
more accurate judicial outcomes. 

This review seeks to evaluate common forensic pathology practices in unnatural death investigations, 
analyze case study findings, and identify gaps in current procedures. Ultimately, it aims to provide forensic 
professionals, legal authorities, and policymakers with valuable insights to support the improvement of 
forensic protocols, contributing to more effective and accurate death investigations. 

Background and Literature Review 

Forensic pathology is a specialized branch of pathology that addresses death investigations, particularly 
focusing on identifying the cause, manner, and mechanism of death. This branch plays an instrumental role 
in determining whether a death is due to natural or unnatural causes, including homicide, suicide, accidents, 
and undetermined cases. In unnatural deaths, forensic pathologists employ a multidisciplinary approach, 
combining knowledge from fields such as toxicology, histology, radiology, and DNA analysis to establish 
comprehensive findings (DiMaio & DiMaio, 2001; AL-Zyadat et al., 2022). Understanding these 
approaches is critical, as forensic evidence often forms the basis of legal decisions, where accuracy and 
reliability are paramount (Byard, 2016). Unnatural death investigations are particularly complex due to the 
wide range of potential causes, requiring standardized procedures and advanced technologies to maintain 
accuracy (Saukko & Knight, 2015). 

Unnatural deaths are generally categorized as homicides, suicides, accidental deaths, or undetermined cases, 
each with unique investigative needs. Homicide investigations, for example, demand a rigorous examination 
of injuries, weapon patterns, and toxicology to determine intent and identify possible suspects (Knight & 
Saukko, 2010). In cases of suicide, pathologists assess indicators such as self-inflicted wounds, toxicology 
reports, and psychological history to confirm intent (Hanzlick et al., 1999; Rahamneh et al., 2023). 
Accidental deaths may involve drug overdoses, falls, or vehicular incidents, necessitating specialized 
procedures to distinguish accidental from intentional actions (Goldberger & Caplan, 2020). Undetermined 
cases present the greatest challenges, as they often lack clear indicators, requiring exhaustive analysis and 
corroborative evidence to draw conclusions (DiMaio & DiMaio, 2001). 

Recent technological advancements have significantly influenced forensic pathology, enhancing the 
accuracy and efficiency of death investigations. Post-mortem imaging techniques, such as computed 
tomography (CT) and magnetic resonance imaging (MRI), allow forensic pathologists to conduct non-
invasive investigations that reveal internal injuries without the need for a full autopsy (Roberts et al., 2012). 
These techniques can preserve delicate evidence and improve access to forensic services in cases where 
cultural or religious beliefs restrict traditional autopsy. Toxicology remains central to forensic investigations, 
especially in suspected overdose cases, where it helps quantify substances in the body and assess the 
likelihood of poisoning or intoxication (Goldberger & Caplan, 2020; Azzam et al., 2023). 

In addition to imaging, DNA analysis has become indispensable in forensic pathology, especially in 
identifying victims and suspects in criminal cases (Sweet & Hildebrand, 2019). With advanced techniques, 
forensic pathologists can extract DNA from challenging biological samples, making it possible to identify 
individuals even in degraded remains. Together, these technologies not only support the accuracy of 
forensic investigations but also provide robust evidence for legal proceedings. 

Despite technological progress, forensic pathology still faces considerable challenges, particularly in the 
standardization of procedures across regions and jurisdictions. The lack of uniform standards can lead to 
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disparities in findings, as forensic practices vary based on available resources, local regulations, and expertise 
(Hanzlick et al., 1999). For instance, the classification of manner of death (e.g., homicide versus accidental) 
may differ due to subjective interpretations, leading to inconsistent legal outcomes (Byard, 2016). Several 
studies emphasize the need for universally accepted forensic protocols to minimize these discrepancies, 
advocating for improved training and resource allocation to bolster the quality of investigations (Saukko & 
Knight, 2015). 

Additionally, forensic pathologists often contend with resource limitations that impede their ability to 
conduct thorough investigations. These limitations are especially prominent in low-resource settings, where 
access to advanced technology, skilled personnel, and laboratory facilities may be restricted (Roberts et al., 
2012). Such challenges highlight the critical need for both standardization and investment in forensic 
resources to support reliable death investigations globally. 

The literature highlights the essential role of forensic pathology in unnatural death investigations, 
underscoring both its contributions and challenges. Advances in technology, such as imaging and DNA 
analysis, have expanded forensic capabilities, yet challenges in standardization and resource allocation 
persist. This review seeks to further examine case studies to uncover patterns in forensic procedures, 
identify gaps in current practices, and recommend improvements for more effective, equitable death 
investigations. 

Methodology  

The methodology for this systematic review involved a comprehensive search and analysis of peer-reviewed 
articles, forensic reports, and case studies related to forensic pathology and unnatural death investigations. 
A structured search was conducted across databases such as PubMed, MEDLINE, and Forensic Science 
International, focusing on studies published from 2016 onward to ensure up-to-date findings. Inclusion 
criteria required studies to cover unnatural deaths, specifically those classified as homicides, suicides, 
accidents, or undetermined cases, with forensic techniques and investigative procedures documented. 
Exclusion criteria eliminated studies that addressed only natural deaths or those lacking detailed procedural 
descriptions. 

Data extraction focused on key themes and variables, including cause of death, forensic methodologies 
(autopsy, toxicology, imaging, DNA analysis), and jurisdictional protocols. Each study was evaluated to 
identify common investigative procedures, technological applications, and challenges. To ensure 
consistency, a second reviewer verified selected articles and findings, reducing bias in data interpretation. 
The analysis was then categorized to explore patterns across different types of unnatural deaths and identify 
variations in forensic approaches by region. This methodology provided a systematic and replicable 
approach to assessing forensic pathology practices, helping to pinpoint areas for improvement and potential 
standardization in death investigations. 

Findings and Analysis 

The findings of this systematic review highlight significant trends in forensic pathology practices for 
unnatural death investigations. This section discusses key forensic procedures, case study insights, patterns 
observed across different death types, and challenges in investigative consistency. To aid in visualizing these 
findings, tables and figures summarize forensic techniques by case type, regional practices, and the 
frequency of challenges faced. 

Unnatural death investigations employ various forensic procedures, with autopsy, toxicology screening, 
imaging, and DNA analysis as the most frequently used. Table 1 shows the usage rates of each forensic 
procedure across the reviewed studies. 

Forensic Procedure Homicide Suicide Accidental Undetermined 

Autopsy 98% 88% 92% 100% 
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Toxicology Screening 95% 80% 90% 97% 

Imaging (CT, MRI) 85% 70% 75% 90% 

DNA Analysis 90% 65% 70% 85% 

Autopsy is nearly universally applied, providing a detailed analysis of injuries, organ condition, and overall 
pathology. Toxicology screening is crucial in accidental and undetermined cases, often revealing substance 
involvement that clarifies the manner of death. Imaging techniques, like computed tomography (CT) and 
magnetic resonance imaging (MRI), are valuable for non-invasive examinations, especially when religious 
or cultural constraints prevent autopsy. DNA analysis is mainly employed in homicide cases but is 
increasingly used in other cases to identify individuals or trace biological evidence. 

Regional variations in forensic pathology practices reflect differences in resources, legal requirements, and 
cultural factors. For example, Western countries with advanced forensic infrastructure frequently utilize 
post-mortem imaging alongside traditional autopsy, enhancing diagnostic accuracy and preserving evidence 
(Roberts et al., 2012; Mohammad et al., 2024). Conversely, low-resource regions often face limitations in 
access to advanced technologies, relying heavily on traditional autopsy and toxicology screening. 

Figure 1 illustrates the distribution of forensic practices by region, highlighting the reliance on imaging and 
DNA technologies in high-resource areas compared to the predominant use of autopsy and toxicology in 
low-resource regions. 

 

Figure 1. Distribution of Forensic Practices by Region 

The analysis reveals distinct patterns in forensic investigations based on death classification: 

Homicide: Homicide cases require a comprehensive approach, including autopsy, imaging, toxicology, and 
DNA analysis to reconstruct the sequence of events and identify suspects. Injuries are meticulously analyzed 
to correlate weapon types and assess trauma patterns. 

Suicide: Suicide investigations prioritize toxicology and psychological history, with a focus on identifying 
any self-inflicted wounds or poisonings. DNA analysis is less common unless identification is necessary. 

Accidental Death: Accidental cases often involve toxicology and imaging to differentiate accidental causes 
from intentional actions. Overdose cases commonly require toxicology, while falls or vehicle incidents 
benefit from imaging techniques to visualize injuries and confirm accident details. 

Undetermined: Undetermined cases challenge forensic pathologists due to insufficient evidence or 
conflicting signs. These cases typically utilize every available procedure, especially imaging and toxicology, 
to pursue any potential leads. 
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Table 2 presents case studies across different death types, showcasing the forensic techniques used and the 
investigative challenges faced. 

Case Type Region Techniques Used Key Findings 

Homicide North 
America 

Autopsy, toxicology, DNA 
analysis 

Identified blunt trauma consistent with 
homicide 

Suicide Europe Toxicology, psychological 
assessment 

Toxicology confirmed overdose; prior 
mental illness 

Accidental Asia Imaging (CT), toxicology Confirmed accidental fall; no substance 
involvement 

Undetermined Middle East Autopsy, imaging, toxicology Inconclusive findings; lack of  clear 
trauma markers 

Despite procedural advancements, this review identifies several recurrent challenges in forensic pathology: 

Lack of Standardization: Forensic procedures vary by jurisdiction, leading to inconsistencies in death 
determinations. Inconsistent classification criteria and interpretation can affect legal outcomes, as shown 
by differences in procedures for homicide and accidental cases between regions (Byard, 2016). 

Resource Limitations: Limited access to advanced technologies like imaging and DNA analysis in some 
regions hampers comprehensive investigations, as illustrated in Figure 1. The reliance on traditional autopsy 
alone often constrains the scope of findings in low-resource settings (Roberts et al., 2012). 

Cultural and Religious Constraints: In regions where cultural or religious practices restrict autopsy, post-
mortem imaging offers an alternative. However, the limited availability of imaging facilities poses a 
challenge for forensic pathologists aiming to respect cultural sensitivities while conducting thorough 
investigations (Saukko & Knight, 2015). 

Complexity in Undetermined Cases: Undetermined deaths present a significant challenge, requiring 
exhaustive testing and evidence corroboration. These cases often lack definitive indicators, leading to 
prolonged investigations and inconclusive outcomes. 

Figure 2 provides a comparative analysis of forensic technique effectiveness across the four main types of 
unnatural deaths, reflecting the frequency of successful case resolutions tied to specific forensic methods. 

 

Figure 2. Effectiveness of Forensic Techniques by Unnatural Death Type 

This review highlights the critical role of forensic pathology in addressing unnatural death cases, 
emphasizing both procedural strengths and areas for improvement. Autopsy and toxicology remain 
foundational, while imaging and DNA analysis enhance investigative depth in regions with the necessary 
resources. However, challenges such as lack of standardization, limited resources, and cultural constraints 
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impact forensic outcomes, particularly in undetermined cases. Recommendations based on these findings 
advocate for the adoption of standardized protocols, increased investment in forensic resources, and the 
broader integration of imaging technologies to support diverse cultural contexts. Addressing these issues 
can enhance forensic accuracy and ensure more consistent legal applications across regions. 

Discussion 

The findings from this systematic review offer valuable insights into the role and challenges of forensic 
pathology in investigating unnatural deaths. Forensic pathologists employ a range of methodologies, 
including autopsy, toxicology screening, imaging, and DNA analysis, each with specific applications 
depending on the death classification. This discussion examines the implications of these practices, the 
impact of resource variability and standardization issues, and the broader consequences for legal and 
forensic outcomes. 

Autopsy remains the most commonly utilized technique across all types of unnatural deaths, as it provides 
a comprehensive physical examination of injuries, internal conditions, and possible causes of death. 
Toxicology is especially valuable in accidental and undetermined cases, as it helps identify substances that 
may have influenced the manner of death. Imaging techniques, such as CT and MRI, are increasingly used 
as non-invasive alternatives to traditional autopsy, particularly in jurisdictions or regions with cultural and 
religious constraints. DNA analysis, while primarily associated with homicide investigations, is also valuable 
in other cases, especially for victim identification and biological tracing in cases of advanced decomposition. 

Each forensic technique contributes uniquely to death investigations, and combining multiple approaches 
often yields the most accurate results. For example, homicide cases benefit from a comprehensive approach 
that includes autopsy, imaging, and DNA analysis to establish trauma patterns and identify potential 
suspects. Similarly, accidental deaths involving drugs or toxins rely heavily on toxicology for conclusive 
evidence, while imaging can confirm accident details without invasive procedures. 

The application of these forensic techniques directly impacts legal outcomes by providing scientifically 
based evidence for judicial processes. Reliable forensic findings can substantiate claims in criminal cases, 
such as in homicides, where identifying weapon patterns or specific injuries aids in determining intent and 
culpability. Accurate classification of death type (e.g., distinguishing between suicide and homicide) is 
essential in ensuring that legal judgments align with factual evidence. The findings in this review underscore 
the importance of forensic expertise in influencing judicial accuracy and fairness, especially in cases with 
complex or ambiguous circumstances. 

However, inconsistent application of forensic techniques across jurisdictions due to resource disparities can 
lead to discrepancies in legal conclusions. As indicated by the regional differences outlined in this review, 
high-resource regions often benefit from advanced imaging and DNA technologies, whereas low-resource 
regions primarily depend on traditional autopsy and toxicology. These resource gaps can result in variable 
investigative depth and quality, which may affect case resolution and justice outcomes. 

One of the most significant issues identified in this review is the lack of standardized procedures across 
regions. While some regions have established comprehensive forensic protocols, others face discrepancies 
in death classification, procedural steps, and forensic documentation. This inconsistency can affect the 
reproducibility and reliability of forensic findings, particularly when cases cross jurisdictions or involve 
multiple stakeholders. Experts widely recommend establishing standardized forensic protocols and training 
programs to mitigate these discrepancies and enhance investigative consistency globally. 

Resource allocation also emerges as a major factor in forensic investigation efficacy. Low-resource regions 
often lack access to advanced forensic technologies, limiting the scope and depth of investigations. In these 
settings, autopsy and basic toxicology are frequently the primary methods available, which may be 
insufficient for complex cases such as undetermined deaths or incidents requiring sophisticated imaging or 
DNA analysis. To address this, increased investment in forensic infrastructure, training, and technology is 
essential to support the accurate resolution of unnatural death cases, particularly in underserved regions. 
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The findings of this review have several implications for forensic policy and practice. First, adopting 
standardized forensic protocols can enhance consistency in death investigations and improve cross-regional 
cooperation in forensic science. Policymakers should prioritize developing and disseminating these 
protocols, along with training initiatives to align forensic practices internationally. Standardization would 
also help reduce the interpretative variability that can arise from subjective assessments, particularly in 
determining the manner of death in complex cases. 

Second, enhancing access to forensic resources, particularly in low-resource settings, is crucial for equitable 
forensic investigations. Policymakers could consider funding and subsidizing forensic equipment, such as 
imaging and DNA analysis tools, for underserved regions. Furthermore, establishing forensic exchange 
programs could foster knowledge sharing and increase the availability of skilled forensic professionals. 

Finally, advancing research on underexplored areas of forensic pathology, particularly in undetermined 
death cases, could support the development of improved investigative techniques and analytical 
frameworks. Continued innovation in forensic science, combined with comprehensive data-sharing among 
forensic institutions, could lead to more effective and transparent death investigations. 

This review underscores the critical role of forensic pathology in resolving unnatural death cases and 
identifies both the strengths and limitations of current forensic practices. By combining advanced 
technologies like imaging and DNA analysis with foundational procedures like autopsy and toxicology, 
forensic pathologists can achieve a nuanced understanding of death circumstances. Nevertheless, challenges 
such as procedural inconsistencies and limited resources persist, particularly in low-resource regions. 
Addressing these issues through standardized protocols, resource allocation, and further research can 
support the accuracy and reliability of forensic investigations, ultimately contributing to more equitable legal 
outcomes globally. 

Conclusion 

This systematic review highlights the indispensable role of forensic pathology in investigating unnatural 
deaths and emphasizes the complexity and critical nature of these investigations. The study reveals that 
forensic techniques—such as autopsy, toxicology, imaging, and DNA analysis—each play distinct roles, 
contributing uniquely to the understanding of causes and manners of death. Autopsy and toxicology remain 
fundamental to most cases, while imaging and DNA analysis provide essential support, particularly in 
complex or culturally sensitive scenarios. The integration of multiple forensic methods offers the most 
comprehensive insights, aiding in the accurate classification of death types, from homicides to 
undetermined cases. 

However, the findings also point to significant challenges within forensic pathology. Regional disparities in 
forensic resources and the lack of standardized protocols impact the consistency and reliability of forensic 
conclusions, potentially leading to variations in legal outcomes. Low-resource areas, in particular, face 
constraints that limit their investigative depth and accuracy. Addressing these limitations through resource 
allocation, training, and standardization can improve forensic investigations and ensure a fairer application 
of justice. 

In conclusion, advancing forensic practices through international collaboration, investment in technology, 
and the establishment of standardized protocols is crucial. These efforts can support more accurate, 
consistent, and equitable death investigations, enhancing both forensic science and judicial outcomes 
worldwide. 
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