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K43 The Psychological Autopsy:  Psychiatry & Behavioral Science and Toxicology in a 
Working Relationship — Psychological Autopsy and the Assessment of Motive

Michael Welner, MD*, 224 W 30th Street, Ste 806, New York, NY 10001; and 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 purpose of psychological autopsy and the methodology necessary, 

including the requisite sources of information, for informing the probabilities involved in death investigation.  Attendees will also be 

informed about confounders to the interpretation of data and legal thresholds for testimony.

This presentation will impact the forensic science community by demonstrating how medicine, toxicology, and other forensic 

data are properly integrated into death investigation at the psychological level.  Attention to the assessment of motives is an essential 

component of death investigation as well, and this presentation enables the participant to learn its judicious integration into death 

investigation.  Finally, this presentation inventories those cases in which special caution is reserved for the potential ambiguity in motive 

and contributions to errors.

'HDWK�LQYHVWLJDWLRQ�FRQIURQWV�WKH�FKDOOHQJH�RI�UHVROYLQJ�WKH�OLNHOLKRRG�RI�VXLFLGH�YV��KRPLFLGH�YV��DFFLGHQW�RU�QDWXUDO�FDXVHV���,W�LV�
WKH�LGHDO�SODWIRUP�XSRQ�ZKLFK�SV\FKLDWULF�DQG�SV\FKRORJLFDO�XQGHUVWDQGLQJ�FDQ�EH�LQIXVHG�LQWR�WKH�ZRUN�RI�WKH�FRURQHU�DQG�YLFH�YHUVD���
,W�LV�DOVR�DQ�RYHUORRNHG�DVSHFW�RI�FULPLQDO�UHVSRQVLELOLW\�DQG�SUH�VHQWHQFLQJ�GHWHUPLQDWLRQV�LQ�PXUGHU�DQG�PDQVODXJKWHU�FDVHV���'HDWK�
LQYHVWLJDWLRQ�LV�RIWHQ�D�YLYLG�LOOXVWUDWLRQ�RI�WKH�QHFHVVLW\�WR�HPEHG�WR[LFRORJ\�DQDO\VLV�LQWR�RWKHUZLVH�SOHQWLIXO�EXW�HTXLYRFDO�GDWD���+LJKO\�
SXEOLFL]HG�GHDWKV�RI�FHOHEULW\�DFWRUV�DQG�PXVLFLDQV�UHYLVLW�WKHVH�FKDOOHQJHV�RI�DFFLGHQWDO�GHDWK�YV��LQWHQWLRQDO�RYHUGRVH�DQG�HYHQ�PXUGHU�

Forensic psychiatric assessment draws from human evidence, namely, interviews of collateral informants.  Accounting for the 

FRQÀLFWV�DQG�DJHQGDV�RI�WKHVH�ZLWQHVVHV�LV�LPSRUWDQW�EXW�GRHV�QRW�GLPLQLVK�WKH�YLWDO�FRQWULEXWLRQ�RI�WKRVH�LQIRUPDQWV�WR�UHFRQVWUXFWLQJ�
the choices and movements of the deceased and potential nefarious actors antecedent to death.  This includes patterns and sequence of 

medications and substances ingested, accounting for pertinent medical history and timing.

/LNH�RWKHU� IRUHQVLF� EHKDYLRUDO� VFLHQFH� DVVHVVPHQW�� GHDWK� LQYHVWLJDWLRQ� LV� D� FRQWHPSRUDQHRXV� H[DPLQDWLRQ� WKDW� DVVHVVHV� IDFWRUV�
VSHFL¿F�WR�WKH�WLPH�RI�WKH�GHDWK�HYHQW�DQG�LWV�LPPHGLDWH�SDVW���8QOLNH�RWKHU�IRUHQVLF�DVVHVVPHQW��SV\FKRORJLFDO�DXWRSV\�LV�W\SLFDOO\�URXWHG�
to consulting forensic pathologists for their own consideration but is more restricted in open court testimony to an inventory of suicidal 

ULVN�IDFWRUV�
The assessment of motive is essential to any consideration of homicide and as such is a component of psychological autopsy when 

PXUGHU� LV�XQGHU�FRQVLGHUDWLRQ�� �'LIIHUHQW�VRXUFH�PDWHULDOV� LQIRUP�D�VLPLODU�HQGSRLQW�RI�³ZK\´�DQG�³ZK\�WKHQ�´�UHFRQVWUXFWLQJ�ERWK�
WLPLQJ�DQG�SURJUHVVLRQ�� �7KH�FRPSOH[LW\�RI� WKLV�H[HUFLVH� UHTXLUHV�RSHQQHVV� WR�HYLGHQFH�RI�SULPDU\�� VHFRQGDU\��DQG� WHUWLDU\�PRWLYH��
FRQVFLRXV�DQG�XQFRQVFLRXV�PRWLYH��DQG��PDWHULDO�DQG�SV\FKRORJLFDO�JDLQ���5HFRQVWUXFWLYH�HYLGHQFH�IRFXVLQJ�RQ�WKH�FLUFXPVWDQFHV�RI�WKH�
death event advances a range of forensic psychiatric questions and forensic medicine contributions to justice.
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