
* Presenting Author

Toxicology Section - 2015

Copyright 2015 by the AAFS. Unless stated otherwise, noncommercial photocopying of editorial published in this periodical is permitted by AAFS. 

Permission to reprint, publish, or otherwise reproduce such material in any form other than photocopying must be obtained by AAFS. 

1110

K42 The Psychological Autopsy:  Psychiatry & Behavioral Science and Toxicology in a 
Working Relationship — Medicines of the Mind

Dan T. Anderson, MS*, Los Angeles County Dept of ME-Coroner, 1104 N Mission Road, Los Angeles, CA 90033

After attending this presentation, attendees will understand the different classes of antidepressant and antipsychotic medications in 

VRFLHW\��DQDO\WLFDO�SUR¿OHV�RI�UHFHQWO\�DSSURYHG�)RRG�DQG�'UXJ�$GPLQLVWUDWLRQ�GUXJV��KRZ�WKHVH�PHGLFDWLRQV�DUH�HYDOXDWHG�LQ�FRQWH[W�
with the cause and manner of death, and how these drugs are interpreted when the manner of suicide is disputed by a family, leading to 

a psychological autopsy being performed.

This presentation will impact the forensic science community by serving as a reminder of the importance of toxicology testing, 

along with its scope in assessing cause and manner of death.

Antidepressant and antipsychotic medications are widely prescribed in our society to treat signs and symptoms of depression as well 

DV�SV\FKRVLV���$QWLGHSUHVVDQWV�FDQ�EH�FDWHJRUL]HG�LQWR�VHYHUDO�VXEFDWHJRULHV�WR�LQFOXGH�ROGHU�JHQHUDWLRQ�GUXJV�VXFK�DV�WKH�WULF\FOLF�DQG�
PRQRDPLQH�R[LGDVH�LQKLELWRUV���1HZHU�JHQHUDWLRQV�RI�WKH�DQWLGHSUHVVDQW�PHGLFDWLRQ�LQFOXGH�6HOHFWLYH�6HURWRQLQ�5HXSWDNH�,QKLELWRUV�
�665,V��DQG�6HURWRQLQ�1RUHSLQHSKULQH�5HXSWDNH�,QKLELWRUV��615,V��DQG�FRPELQDWLRQV�WKHUHRI���$QWLSV\FKRWLF�PHGLFDWLRQ�LV�JHQHUDOO\�
VHJUHJDWHG� LQWR� WZR� W\SHV�� �³W\SLFDO´�DQWLSV\FKRWLF�GUXJV� WKDW�KDYH� WKH�SRWHQWLDO�RI� VHYHUH�VLGH�HIIHFWV� WR� WKH�SDWLHQW�DQG�³DW\SLFDO´�
PHGLFDWLRQV� WKDW�DUH�FRQVLGHUHG�D�QHZHU�JHQHUDWLRQ�FODVV�RI�GUXJV�ZLWK� OHVVHU�VLGH�HIIHFWV�� �7KH�SXEOLF�KDV�GH¿QLWHO\�EHHQ�HGXFDWHG�
DERXW�WKHVH�GUXJV�DQG��HYHQ�ZLWK�WKH�HPHUJLQJ�GUXJV��E\�WKH�ERPEDUGPHQW�RI�DGYHUWLVHPHQWV�LQ�PDJD]LQHV��QHZVSDSHUV��DQG�WHOHYLVLRQ�
VHJPHQWV�� �:LWK�VXFK�SUHYDOHQFH�DQG�SXEOLF�NQRZOHGJH��SUHVFULSWLRQ�PHGLFDWLRQ�QHHGV� WR�EH�DVVHVVHG� LQ� URXWLQH�PHGLFDO�H[DPLQHU�
FRURQHU�FDVHV�ZKHUH�WKH�FDXVH�DQG�PDQQHU�RI�GHDWK�PD\�RU�PD\�QRW�EH�NQRZQ��

7KH�UROH�RI�D�SRVWPRUWHP�WR[LFRORJLVW�LV�YDULHG���7KH�¿UVW�LV�WR�DVVLVW�WKH�PHGLFDO�H[DPLQHU�FRURQHU�SDWKRORJLVW�LQ�DVVHVVLQJ�WKH�FDVH�
and determine the level of analytical testing necessary based on the case history, death scene investigation, incoming mode and manner 

RI�GHDWK��GUXJ�RU�SUHVFULSWLRQ�PHGLFDWLRQV�FROOHFWHG��DXWRSV\�¿QGLQJV��IDPLO\�DFFXVDWLRQV��DQG�DQ\�RWKHU�SRVVLEOH�TXHVWLRQ�WKDW�ZRXOG�
KDYH�WR�EH�DQVZHUHG�WRPRUURZ�ZLWK�WRGD\¶V�DQDO\VLV���7KH�VHFRQG�UROH�LV�DFWXDOO\�DQDO\]LQJ�WKH�ELRORJLFDO�VSHFLPHQ�IRU�WKH�SUHVHQFH�RU�
absence of drugs/prescription medications with the appropriate quality control measures in place to ensure accurate and precise results.  

The last role is to provide the results to the medical examiner/coroner/pathologist and possibly assist with the interpretation of the drugs 

DQG�WKHLU�FRQFHQWUDWLRQV�LQ�UHVSHFW�WR�WKHLU�DXWRSV\�¿QGLQJV�DQG�LQYHVWLJDWLRQV��
For cases where the cause and manner of death is not evident, a general comprehensive toxicology screen is performed and generally 

DFFRXQWV�IRU�D�ZLGH�DUUD\�RI�GUXJV�DQG�SUHVFULSWLRQ�PHGLFDWLRQ�DYDLODEOH�LQ�VRFLHW\��KRZHYHU��IRU�FDVHV�ZKHUH�WKH�FDXVH�DQG�PDQQHU�RI�
death appears to be obvious, such as non-drug related suicide involving a hanging or gunshot wound to the head, toxicology testing may 

not be all that complete.  Its important to note that in order to evaluate the psyche of the decedent, a more comprehensive panel of drug 

tests, including antidepressant and antipsychotic medications, may need to be assessed to understand their level of contribution toward 

the actual cause and manner of death. 
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