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A35 A Comparative Study of Human Decomposition Research Facilities in the United 
States:  The Role of “Body Farms” in Forensic Applications

Nicole S. Klein, MA*, 2935 Alaska Street, Baton Rouge, LA 70802

After attending this presentation, attendees will understand the importance of human decomposition research facilities as well as the 

perceptions associated with them, within the forensic community as a whole. 

7KLV�SUHVHQWDWLRQ�ZLOO� LPSDFW�WKH�IRUHQVLF�VFLHQFH�FRPPXQLW\�E\�SURYLGLQJ��IRU�WKH�¿UVW� WLPH��DQ�DOO�HQFRPSDVVLQJ�ORRN�DW�KRZ�
KXPDQ�GHFRPSRVLWLRQ�IDFLOLWLHV�DUH�VWDUWHG��ZKDW�WKH\�DUH�XVHG�IRU��KRZ�WKHLU�XWLOL]DWLRQ�PD\�KDYH�FKDQJHG�VLQFH�WKHLU�LQFHSWLRQ��DQG�
ZKDW�WKHLU�UROH�LV�LQ�WKH�IXWXUH�RI�IRUHQVLF�DQWKURSRORJ\���7KLV�RYHUYLHZ�ZLOO�LQ�WXUQ�RSHQ�XS�GLDORJXH�VR�WKH�EHQH¿WV�RI�WKHVH�IDFLOLWLHV�
PD\�EH�IXOO\�UHDOL]HG�E\�WKH�IRUHQVLF�VFLHQFH�FRPPXQLW\��VFKRODUV��DQG�WKH�SXEOLF�DV�D�ZKROH�

7KH�¿UVW�KXPDQ�GHFRPSRVLWLRQ�IDFLOLW\��WKH�8QLYHUVLW\�RI�7HQQHVVHH¶V�$QWKURSRORJLFDO�5HVHDUFK�)DFLOLW\��RU�WKH�³%RG\�)DUP�´�DV�LW�
LV�PRUH�FRPPRQO\�NQRZQ��ZDV�HVWDEOLVKHG�LQ��������1RW�XQWLO������GLG�DQRWKHU�RI�LWV�NLQG�RSHQ�DQG�LQ�WKH�SDVW�VL[�\HDUV��WKH�QXPEHU�RI�
VXFK�IDFLOLWLHV�KDV�WULSOHG���+XPDQ�GHFRPSRVLWLRQ�IDFLOLWLHV��DQG�WKHLU�DPHQLWLHV��DUH�EHLQJ�XVHG�IRU�UHVHDUFK�SXUSRVHV�PRUH�IUHTXHQWO\�
each year, although there is little in the literature that describes the facilities themselves. 

Interviews with facility representatives were used to gather data in order to better understand how these facilities are initiated, the 

GLI¿FXOWLHV�DQG�VXFFHVVHV�WKDW�FRPH�ZLWK�VXFK�D�IDFLOLW\��DQG�WKHLU�XVHV�EH\RQG�GHFRPSRVLWLRQ�UHVHDUFK���$OVR��VXUYH\V�ZHUH�GLVWULEXWHG�
to forensic professionals (including physical anthropologists) in the American Academy of Forensic Sciences and to university students 

WR�XQGHUVWDQG�SHUFHSWLRQV�RQ�WKH�XWLOL]DWLRQ�DQG�XVHIXOQHVV�RI�KXPDQ�GHFRPSRVLWLRQ�IDFLOLWLHV�DQG�ZKDW�SODFH�WKH\�KDYH�LQ�WKH�IXWXUH�RI�
forensic sciences. 

5HVXOWV�VKRZ�WKDW�WKH�PDMRULW\�RI�WKRVH�LQYROYHG�LQ�WKH�IRUHQVLF�VFLHQFHV��DQG�HVSHFLDOO\�IRUHQVLF�DQWKURSRORJ\��¿QG�WKDW�KXPDQ�
decomposition facilities provide vital research opportunities.  Based on both interview and survey responses, more human decomposition 

IDFLOLWLHV�VKRXOG�EH�HVWDEOLVKHG�LQ�XQLTXH�FOLPDWH�UHJLRQV��LQ�RUGHU�WR�EHWWHU�XQGHUVWDQG�GHFRPSRVLWLRQ�UDWHV���$OVR��LQGLYLGXDOV�DI¿OLDWHG�
with facilities that are already established intend to continue collaboration with one another, to extend research opportunities to other 

departments and universities, and to expand their own research goals.  Finally, the perceptions of non-forensic professionals (as 

represented by university students) regarding both human decomposition facilities and the role of forensic anthropology appear to be 

LQÀXHQFHG�E\�WKH�SRSXODU�PHGLD��
,Q�RUGHU�WR�UHDOL]H�WKH�IXOO�SRWHQWLDO�RI�WKHVH�IDFLOLWLHV��WKHLU�UHSUHVHQWDWLYHV�DQG�RWKHUV�ZKR�XWLOL]H�WKHP�PXVW�FRQWLQXH�WR�SURYLGH�

factual information and publishable material to counter misconceptions that are so readily provided by media culture.  The human 

decomposition facility provides a unique opportunity for research, training purposes, and hands-on experience for all who use them.  

Their continuation is vital to better understanding taphonomic changes, thereby assisting in a medicolegal context. 
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