


 
 

ASSOCIATES IN FORENSIC INVESTIGATIONS, LLC 
A Colorado Limited Liability Company and Licensed Private Investigators 

 

Expert Consultants and Legal Investigators 
Personal Injury, Negligence & Death 

 
 
 
 
 

Correspondence Only 
P.O. Box 1238 

Fort Collins, CO.  80522-1238 

Dean A. Beers, CLI, CCDI 
Colorado Lic. #PI-503 

Karen S. Beers, BSW, CCDI 
Colorado Lic. #PI-502 

Civil٠Criminal٠Probate 
Office (970) 480-7793 

Fax (970) 480-7794 

 

 

Forensic Death Investigation & Injury Causation ~ Forensic Pathology ~ Forensic Toxicology 

PRIDE – Professional Reliable Investigators Defining Excellence 

 
REVIEWING AND COMPREHENDING AUTOPSY REPORTS 

 
Voltaire said ‘To the living we owe respect, but to the dead we owe only the truth’.  This is the 
definitive task of the medicolegal death investigator and forensic pathologist.  The course of the 
death investigation has multiple phases including:  scene investigation, body assessment, medical 
records, and the forensic autopsy.  This is finalized in three documents: the death certificate, the 
investigator’s report, and the autopsy report.  In order to understand the importance of the 
autopsy report, and how to interpret it, you should understand how all the other factors influence 
the report and why you cannot rely on the autopsy report alone.  ‘Autopsy’ is from the Greek 
‘autopsia’, meaning ‘to see with one’s own eyes’.  The following discussion will dissect the 
autopsy report and supporting death investigation in order to allow the professional Legal 
Investigator to view death and non-death cases ‘with one’s own eyes’. 
 
For simplicity, all references will be to medical examiners and not on the difference between the 
medical examiner and coroner systems, or a hospital autopsy and forensic autopsy.  For our 
purposes, the focus will be on the forensic autopsy conducted by a board certified forensic 
pathologist and autopsy technician.  In addition, there are exceptions to every protocol, and 
jurisdictional policies will differ.  Two important things to consider are: 1. the medical 
examiner’s office is an independent, often law enforcement based, agency which is supposed to 
be neutral as to their findings; they conduct separate investigations; and 2. these investigations 
are often concurrent and cooperative investigations between the medical examiner’s office and 
the law enforcement agency. 
 
AN OVERVIEW OF DEATH INVESTIGATION 
At all death scenes there are two scenes:  location(s) of the incident; and the body itself.  If a 
crime is suspected (and all suspicious death investigations are treated as such) the incident will 
belong to the investigating law enforcement agency; and the body, together with all items on or 
about it, will belong to the medical examiner’s office.  The agencies will work independently of 
each other with overlapping goals. The death investigator has certain responsibilities and a duty 
to pursue those responsibilities.  Of course there are legal and cooperative exceptions to these 
based on the greater good of the needs of all investigating agencies, particularly involving 
possible homicides.  The body is exclusively under the custody and control of the death 
investigator.  Until they arrive on scene no other person can touch, move or remove the body, or 
those items on or about it.  The assessment includes complete photography, documenting 
wounds and injuries, or lack thereof, rigor and livor mortis, body position and relationship to the 
scene and condition of the body due to postmortem interval and environment.  If the body has 
been moved, possibly to a remote area, there will be another crime scene at the place the death 
actually occurred. 
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