


SECOND ED IT ION

Death Scene 
Investigation
Procedural Guide



http://www.taylorandfrancis.com


SECOND ED IT ION

Death Scene 
Investigation
Procedural Guide

MICHAEL S. MALONEY, MFS



CRC Press
Taylor & Francis Group
6000 Broken Sound Parkway NW, Suite 300
Boca Raton, FL 33487-2742

© 2018 by Taylor & Francis Group, LLC 
CRC Press is an imprint of Taylor & Francis Group, an Informa business

No claim to original U.S. Government works

Printed on acid-free paper

International Standard Book Number-13: 978-1-4987-5924-3 (Paperback)

This book contains information obtained from authentic and highly regarded sources. Reasonable 
efforts have been made to publish reliable data and information, but the author and publisher 
cannot assume responsibility for the validity of all materials or the consequences of their use. The 
authors and publishers have attempted to trace the copyright holders of all material reproduced in 
this publication and apologize to copyright holders if permission to publish in this form has not 
been obtained. If any copyright material has not been acknowledged please write and let us know 
so we may rectify in any future reprint.

Except as permitted under U.S. Copyright Law, no part of this book may be reprinted, reproduced, 
transmitted, or utilized in any form by any electronic, mechanical, or other means, now known or 
hereafter invented, including photocopying, microfilming, and recording, or in any information 
storage or retrieval system, without written permission from the publishers.

For permission to photocopy or use material electronically from this work, please access www.
copyright.com (http://www.copyright.com/) or contact the Copyright Clearance Center, Inc. 
(CCC), 222 Rosewood Drive, Danvers, MA 01923, 978-750-8400. CCC is a not-for-profit organiza-
tion that provides licenses and registration for a variety of users. For organizations that have been 
granted a photocopy license by the CCC, a separate system of payment has been arranged.

Trademark Notice: Product or corporate names may be trademarks or registered trademarks, and 
are used only for identification and explanation without intent to infringe.

Library of Congress Cataloging‑in‑Publication Data

Names: Maloney, Michael S., author.
Title: Death scene investigation : procedural guide / by Michael S. Maloney.
Description: Second edition. | Boca Raton : CRC Press, [2018] | Includes 
bibliographical references and index.
Identifiers: LCCN 2017018789| ISBN 9781498759243 (pbk. : alk. paper) | ISBN 
9781315107271 (ebook)
Subjects: LCSH: Forensic pathology. | Death--Causes.
Classification: LCC RA1063.4 .M338 2018 | DDC 614/.1--dc23
LC record available at https://lccn.loc.gov/2017018789

Visit the Taylor & Francis Web site at
http://www.taylorandfrancis.com

and the CRC Press Web site at
http://www.crcpress.com

www.copyright.com
www.copyright.com
www.copyright.com
https://lccn.loc.gov/2017018789
http://www.taylorandfrancis.com
http://www.crcpress.com


v

Contents

Foreword	 xxix
Foreword, 1st Edition	 xxxi
Preface	 xxxiii
Acknowledgments	 xxxv
Author	 xxxvii

Section I
DEATH SCENE INVESTIGATION

	 1	 Death Scene Response	 3

Initial Notification	 3
Preparation	 4
Coordination en Route	 4
Arrival at the Scene	 5
Establish a Perimeter	 5
Immediate On-Scene Coordination	 5
Initial Scene Evaluation: Walk-Through (with Preservation of 
Perishable Evidence)	 6
Initial Approach to the Body	 6
Preliminary Determination of Death	 7
Documentation, Preservation, and/or Collection of Perishable 
Evidence	 7
Document Postmortem Indicators	 7

Livor Mortis—Purplish Discoloration in Dependent Areas	 7
Rigor Mortis—Stiffening of Muscles and Joints	 7
Algor Mortis—Reduction in Body Temperature	 8

Assessing and Establishing the Perimeter	 8
Primary Scene: Inner Perimeter	 8
Primary Scene: Outer Perimeter	 8

Identifying Ancillary Scenes	 9
Establishing Scene Controls	 10
Scene Assessment, Planning, and Investigative Strategy	 10



vi Contents

	 2	 Natural Deaths	 13

Definition of Natural Death	 13
Worksheets and Documentation	 13
Initial Scene Response	 14
Scene Considerations	 15
Death Scene Processing	 15

Identifying Primary and Secondary Death Scenes	 15
Primary Scene	 15
Secondary Scenes	 16

Take Control of Scene	 16
Scene Organization	 16
Legal Determination of Death	 17
Plan Development	 17
Conduct Team Briefing	 18
Scene Processing	 18
Processing the Body	 19
Photographing the Body	 19
Sketching the Body	 19
Examination of the Body	 20
Outdoor Death Scenes	 20
Common Indicators of Natural Death	 21
Related Searches	 21
Death Scene Interviews	 21

First Responders	 21
Family Members	 21
Decedent’s Physician	 22
Death Notification	 22

General Guidelines	 22
Notification Procedure	 23

	 3	 Accidental Deaths	 25

Definition of Accidental Death	 25
Worksheets and Documentation	 25
Initial Scene Response	 26
Scene Considerations	 27
Death Scene Processing	 27

Identifying Primary and Secondary Death Scenes	 28
Primary Scene	 28
Secondary Scenes	 28

Take Control of Scene	 28
Scene Organization	 29



viiContents

Legal Determination of Death	 29
Plan Development	 29
Conduct Team Briefing	 29
Scene Processing	 30

Processing: Examining the Mechanism of Death	 31
Processing	 31
Examination	 31
Documenting Scene Indicators	 32
Processing the Body	 32
Photographing the Body	 32
Sketching Body	 33
Documenting with Notes	 33
Examination of Body	 34

Outdoor Death Scenes	 34
Evidence Commonly Associated with Accidental Deaths	 35
Related Searches	 35
Review of Operator (Victim) Training and Certification	 35
Death Scene Interviews	 36

First Responders	 36
Witnesses	 36
GSR Examination and Collection	 36

Death Notification	 37
General Guidelines	 37
Notification Procedure	 37

	 4	 Suicidal Deaths	 39

Definition of Suicide	 39
Worksheets and Documentation	 39
Initial Scene Response	 40
Scene Considerations	 41
Death Scene Processing	 41

Identifying Primary and Secondary Death Scenes	 42
Primary Scene	 42
Secondary Scenes	 42

Take Control of the Scene	 42
Scene Organization	 42

Legal Determination of Death	 43
Plan Development	 43
Conduct Team Briefing	 43
Scene Processing	 44
Documenting Scene Indicators	 45
Processing the Body	 45



viii Contents

Photography and Videography of the Body	 45
Sketching the Body	 46
Documenting with Notes	 46
Examination of the Body	 46
Outdoor Death Scenes	 48
Evidence Commonly Associated with Suicides	 48
Related Searches	 48
Death Scene Interviews	 49

First Responders	 49
GSR Examination and Collection	 49

Death Notification	 49
General Guidelines	 50
Notification Procedure	 50

	 5	 Homicidal Deaths	 53

Definition of Homicide	 53
Worksheets and Documentation	 53
Initial Scene Response	 54
Scene Considerations	 55
Death Scene Processing	 55

Identifying Primary and Secondary Death Scenes	 55
Primary Scene	 56
Secondary Scenes	 56

Take Control of the Scene	 56
Scene Organization	 56

Legal Determination of Death	 57
Plan Development	 57
Conduct Team Briefing	 57
Scene Processing	 58
Document Scene Indicators	 59
Processing Body	 59
Photographing Body	 59
Sketching the Body	 60
Documenting with Notes	 60
Examination of Body	 62
Outdoor Death Scenes	 62
Evidence Commonly Associated with Homicidal Deaths	 62
Related Searches	 63
Additional Functions Associated with the Death Scene	 63

Death Scene Interviews	 63
First Responders	 63
Witnesses	 64



ixContents

GSR Examination and Collection Questions	 64
Death Notification	 65

General Guidelines	 65
Notification Procedure	 65

Section II
THE MEDICOLEGAL DEATH INVESTIGATION

	 6	 The Role of the Medicolegal Death Investigator	 69

Body and Scene Processing	 70
Transportation of Remains	 70
Death Notification	 71
General Guidelines	 71
Notification Procedure	 71

	 7	 The Role of the Coroner	 73

Establishing Identity	 74
Presumptive Identification	 74
Confirmatory Identification	 74

Establishing Cause of Death	 74
Establishing Manner of Death	 75
At the Death Scene	 75

Scene Considerations	 75
Death Notification	 76
General Guidelines	 76
Notification Procedure	 76

Coroner’s Inquest	 77

	 8	 The Role of the Medical Examiner	 79

Establishing Identity	 79
Presumptive Identification	 79
Confirmatory Identification	 79

Establishing Cause of Death	 80
Establishing Manner of Death	 80
Establishing Postmortem Interval	 81
At the Death Scene	 81

Scene Considerations	 81
On-Scene Body Processing Procedures	 81
Circumstances Requiring Autopsy	 82
The Forensic Autopsy	 82



x Contents

Procedures in Lieu of Autopsy	 84
Reports and Reporting	 84

Outbrief	 84
Preliminary Autopsy Report	 84
Toxicology Report	 85
Final Autopsy Report	 85

	 9	 Autopsy Protocol and the Investigator’s Role	 87

Circumstances Requiring Autopsy	 87
Procedures in Lieu of Autopsy	 87
Investigator’s Responsibilities at Autopsy	 88

Equipment Required	 88
Arrival	 88
External Examination	 89
Internal Examination	 90
After Examination	 90

Autopsy Photography Guidelines	 92
General	 92
ME Photographer	 92
Investigator	 93

Body at Autopsy Photography	 93
Arrival	 93
Clothed	 93
Unclothed	 94
Identification	 95

Photography of Injuries	 96
Injury Photography Guidelines	 96

Injuries	 96
Injuries (Injury Mapping) 	 96

Internal Examination Photographs	 98
Evidence Photographs	 100
Custody of Evidence from Autopsy	 100
Outbrief with Medical Examiner	 101

Section III
RECOVERY OF HUMAN REMAINS

	10	 Searching for Human Remains	 105

Isolating a Search Area	 105
Scientific Assistance	 107
General Search Guidelines	 108



xiContents

Specific Search Guidelines	 108
Point-to-Point Search	 108
Line Search	 108
Grid Search	 110
Spiral Search	 111

	11	 Surface Recovery of Human Remains: 
Open Field Recovery and Expedient Graves	 113

General Principles	 113
Worksheets and Documentation	 113
Locating Remains	 114

Visual Techniques	 114
Cadaver Dogs	 114

Forward-Looking Infrared and Thermal Tomography	 115
NecroSearch International	 115
Body Processing	 116
Scene Processing	 116
Establishing Datum	 116
Establishing a Grid	 117
Surface Documentation and Recovery of Evidence	 119
Recovery of Remains	 120
Sifting Soil	 120
Soil Evidence	 121
Scientific Assistance	 121

	12	 Recovery of Buried Human Remains: Shallow 
Grave, Buried Remains, and Exhumation	 123

General Principles	 123
Worksheets and Documentation	 123
Locating Remains	 124

Visual Methods	 124
Expedient Grave Indicators	 124
Shallow Grave Indicators	 124
Buried Remains Indicators	 124
Exhumation Site Location	 125

Probing Method	 125
Cadaver Dogs	 125
Technological Methods	 126
Scientific Assistance	 127
NecroSearch International	 128
Recovery of Buried Remains 	 128

Surface Documentation and Recovery of Evidence	 128



xii Contents

Surface Preparation	 128
Establishing Datum	 128
Establishing Grid	 129
Preparing Sifting Site	 130

Excavating the Grave	 131
Sifting Soil	 133
Impression Evidence	 134

Soil Evidence	 134
Exhumation of Remains	 135

	13	 Aquatic Recovery of Human Remains	 137

General Principles	 137
Worksheets and Documentation	 137
Locating Remains	 138

Surface Search	 138
Aerial Search	 138
Underwater Search	 138

Drift	 140
Computer Simulation Modeling	 140
Cadaver Dogs	 140
Technological Search	 141
Processing the Scene	 143
Processing the Body	 145

Documenting Recovery	 145
Remains Recovered from Predator	 145

	14	 Postmortem Changes: Estimating 
Postmortem Interval (Time since Death)	 147

Worksheets and Documentation	 147
Determining Time Range	 147
Immediate Postmortem Changes	 148
Early Postmortem Changes	 148
Postmortem Lividity (Livor Mortis)	 148
Postmortem Rigidity (Rigor Mortis)	 148
Postmortem Cooling (Algor Mortis)	 149

Late Postmortem Changes	 150
Decomposition	 150
Adipocere Development	 150
Mummification	 151
Skeletonization	 151

Other Postmortem Factors	 151
Forensic Entomology	 151



xiiiContents

Stomach Contents	 151
Scene Indicators	 152

References	 152

Section IV
WOUND DYNAMICS AND 
MECHANISM OF INJURY

	15	 Asphyxiation	 155

Worksheets and Documentation	 155
Strangulation	 156

Manual Strangulation (Throttling)	 156
General	 156
Scene	 156
Body	 156

Ligature Strangulation (Garroting)	 157
General	 157
Scene	 157
Body	 158

Hanging	 158
General	 158
Scene	 159
Body	 160

Autoerotic Asphyxiation	 161
General	 161
Scene	 161
Body	 162

Choking	 162
General	 162
Scene	 162
Body	 162

Smothering	 163
General	 163
Scene	 163
Body	 163

Mechanical Asphyxia	 164
General	 164
Scene	 165
Body	 165

Chemical Asphyxia	 165
General	 165



xiv Contents

Scene	 166
Helium or Nitrogen Scene (Exit Bag or Exit Hood)	 166
Carbon Monoxide Scene: Heater	 167
Carbon Monoxide Scene: Vehicle	 167
Body	 167

Drowning	 168
General	 168
Scene	 168

Scuba Scene	 169
Body	 169

	16	 Sharp Force Injuries	 171

General	 171
Worksheets and Documentation	 171
Scene	 172
Body	 172

	17	 Blunt Force Injuries: Blunt Instrument Blows, 
Fall from a Height, Collisions	 177

General	 177
Worksheets and Documentation	 177
Blunt Force Blows	 178

Weapon or Striking Object	 178
Body	 178
Deceleration Injuries	 179
Falls from a Height	 179
Control Injuries	 179
Automobile	 180

	18	 Chopping Injuries	 181

General	 181
Worksheets and Documentation	 181
Scene	 182
Body	 182

	19	 Firearm Injuries: Pistols and Rifles 
(Rifled Bore Weapons)	 183

Gunshot Wounds	 183
Worksheets and Documentation	 183
Entrance Wounds	 183



xvContents

Effects of Distance on Gunshot Wounds	 184
Contact Gunshot Wounds	 184

Hard Contact Wounds	 184
Loose Contact Wounds	 185
Angled Contact Wounds	 185
Incomplete Contact Wounds	 187

Near Contact Wounds	 187
Intermediate Range Wounds	 187
Distant Wounds	 188
Rifle Entrance Wounds	 189
Exit Wounds	 190

	20	 Firearm Injuries: Shotguns (Smooth 
Bore Weapons)	 191

Worksheets and Documentation	 191
Shotgun Entrance Wounds	 191

Shotcup and Wadding Effect on Entrance Wound	 191
Shot Effect on Entrance Wound	 193

Effects of Distance on Wounds	 193
Contact Wounds	 193

Stellate Wounds	 193
Hard Contact Head Wounds	 193
Intraoral Wounds	 193
Contact Wounds to Trunk	 194

Near Contact Wounds	 194
Close and Intermediate Range Wounds	 194
Distant Range Wounds	 196
Shotgun Exit Wounds	 196

	21	 Explosive Injuries	 197

General Considerations	 197
Worksheets and Documentation	 197

Scene	 198
Body	 198

Mechanisms of Blast Injuries	 199
Primary	 199
Secondary	 199
Tertiary	 199
Quaternary	 199

Cautions	 199



xvi Contents

	22	 Thermal Injuries	 201

General Considerations	 201
Scene	 201
Worksheets and Documentation	 202
Body	 202
First-Degree Burns	 202
Second-Degree Burns	 202
Third-Degree Burns	 203
Fourth-Degree Burns	 203
Deaths from Fire-Related Injuries	 204

	23	 Electrical Injuries	 205

Worksheets and Documentation	 205
Commercial and Residential Power Sources	 205

Scene	 205
Body	 206

Lightning Strikes	 206
Direct Strike	 206

Scene	 206
Body	 207

Side Flash (Splash)	 208
Ground Strike	 208

Scene	 209
Body	 209

Conduction	 209
Streamers	 209

	24	 Poisoning	 211

General Considerations	 211
Worksheets and Documentation	 211
Methods of Exposure	 212

Inhaled Poisons	 212
Danger	 212

Commonly Inhaled Poisons	 212
Ingested Poisons	 213

Danger	 213
Commonly Ingested Poisons	 213

Skin Exposure (Dermal Absorption)	 214
Common Skin Absorption Poisons	 214

Bites and Envenomation	 214
Common Methods of Envenomation	 214



xviiContents

The Body and Scene	 214
Accidental Poisonings	 214
Intentional Poisoning	 215

The Body	 215

	25	 Drug-Related Deaths	 217

Worksheets and Documentation	 217
Oral Ingestion	 218
Intravenous, Subdermal, and Intramuscular Injection	 218
Insufflation/Inhalation	 219
Absorption	 220
Drug-Related Death Scenes	 220
Processing the Scene	 221
Drug Scene Evidence	 221
The Body at the Scene	 221

Section V
SPECIAL DEATH INVESTIGATIONS

	26	 Infant Deaths	 225

Worksheets and Documentation	 225
Violent Death	 226
Asphyxial	 226
Asphyxial by Entrapment (Rollover)	 226

Shaken Baby Syndrome and Shaken Baby with 
Impact Syndrome	 226
Medical Findings	 227

Failure to Thrive	 227
Organic Causes	 227
Neglect Causes	 228

Sudden Unexplained Infant Death	 228
Victim	 229
Scene	 230
Dietary History	 231
Medical History	 232
Mother’s Pregnancy History	 233

	27	 Child Deaths	 235

Worksheets and Documentation	 235
Physical Abuse and Violent Acts	 236



xviii Contents

The Scene	 236
Weapon or Item Used to Inflict Injury	 236
Burns, Scalds, Immersion Burns	 236
Falling Injuries and Staged Accidents	 236

The Body	 237
Skeletal System Injuries	 237
Skin and Subcutaneous Tissue Injuries	 237
Immersion, Contact, and Cigarette Burns	 238
Head and Central Nervous System Injuries	 239
Chest and Abdominal Injuries	 240

Medicolegal Autopsy	 240
Additional Questions for Medical Examiner	 241

Medical Record Review	 241
Munchausen Syndrome by Proxy	 242

Scene Investigation	 242
Neglect	 243

The Scene	 243
General Living Conditions	 243
Child’s Sleeping Area	 243
Food Preparation and Eating Area	 243

	28	 Child Sexual Abduction and Murder	 245

Worksheets and Documentation	 245
Abduction	 246
Missing Child Report	 246
Missing Adolescent Report	 247
Scene	 248
Sexual Assault	 248
Searches Related to Pedophilia	 249
Murder	 250
Body Recovery	 251

Evidence on Body	 251
Examination of Suspect	 252

	29	 Sexual Activities Resulting in Death	 253

Worksheets and Documentation	 253
Death during Coitus	 254

The Scene	 254
The Victim	 255
The Intimate Partner	 255

Hypoxic Deaths (Consensual, Breath Play)	 255
The Scene	 255



xixContents

The Victim	 257
The Intimate Partner	 257

Hypoxic Deaths (Nonconsensual)	 257
The Scene	 257
The Victim	 259

The Intimate Partner	 259
Autoerotic Asphyxiation	 260

General	 260
The Scene	 260
The Victim	 261

	30	 Rape and Sexual Assault Resulting in Death	 263

Worksheets and Documentation	 263
Scene Context and Considerations	 264
Acquaintance Rape/Sexual Assault	 264
Drug-Facilitated Rape/Sexual Assaults	 265
Stranger Rape/Sexual Assault	 265

Victim Control	 266
Unique Scene Indicators	 266

Examination of Victim	 266
Sexual Assault Evidence	 266
Physical Assault Evidence	 267

Examination of Suspect	 267
Examination of Intimate Partner	 268
Scene Considerations	 268

	31	 Multiple Victim Death Scenes	 271

Serial Murders	 271
Spree Killing	 272
Scene Considerations	 272
Mass Murder	 273
Scene Considerations	 273

Section VI
DEATH SCENE MANAGEMENT: 
TASKS AND RESPONSIBILITIES

	32	 Death Scene Management	 277

Arrival and Initial Organization	 277
Task Prioritization	 277



xx Contents

Scene Coordination	 278
Confirming the Scope of the Scene	 279

Primary Scene: Inner Perimeter	 279
Primary Scene: Outer Perimeter	 279

Identifying Ancillary Scenes	 279
Establishing Scene Controls	 280
Major Scene Control Considerations	 281

Media Area	 281
Command Briefings	 282

Legal Concerns	 282
Scene Assessment, Planning, and Investigative Strategy	 283
Scene Considerations	 284
Available Personnel	 284
Scene Documentation	 285
Integrating with the Investigation (Information Flow)	 285
Command Functions	 285
Scene Completion and Post-Scene Activities	 286

Before Releasing the Scene	 286
Releasing the Scene	 286

Post-Scene Activities	 286
Personnel Issues	 286
Evidence and Laboratory Issues	 286
Reports and Follow-Up Analysis	 287

	33	 Death Scene Sketching	 289

Rough Sketch	 289
Finished Sketch (Final Diagram)	 289
General Components of a Sketch	 291
Depictions	 292
Types of Sketches	 292
The Body	 293
Scene Measurements	 295
Methods of Measuring	 298
Evidence Identification	 301

	34	 Death Scene Photography	 303

Equipment	 303
Setup	 304
Technique	 305

General Photography Guidelines	 305
Use of Flash	 306
Use of Filters	 307



xxiContents

Scene Photography	 308
Overlapping Method/Panographic	 309
Progressive Method	 309
Photographing Items of Evidence	 309
Photographic Perspectives	 309
Body at Scene Photography	 311

In-Scene Context	 311
Identification	 312
Overall	 312
Injuries	 312

Body at Autopsy Photography	 313

	35	 Death Scene Videography	 315
WADI SAWABIN
Equipment	 315

Setup	 316
Technique	 316
Deep Focus	 317
Macro Focus	 317
Zoom	 317
Panorama Shot (Pan) 	 317
Vertical Panorama Shot (Tilts)	 318
Use of Auxiliary Lighting	 318
Use of Filters	 318

The Death Scene	 318
Record the Following	 318

The Body at the Scene	 319
General	 319
Scene for Context	 319

The Body (In Situ)	 319
The Body at Autopsy	 320
Bindings and Sequencing Issues	 321

	36	 Death Scene Notes and Observation	 323

Scene Observer Duties	 323
Observations (Scene Indicators) for Indoor Scenes	 324

Structure Type/Location	 324
General Appearance	 324
Possible Related Video Coverage	 324
Entry/Exit	 324
Windows	 324
Kitchen and Dining Room	 325



xxii Contents

Environmental Controls	 325
Laundry and Utility Areas	 325
Lighting (In Each Room as well as Outside Lights)	 325
Telephones and Cellular Phones	 325
Mail	 326
Contents of Wastebaskets and Ashtrays	 326
Bath and Toilet Areas	 326
Calendars and Planners	 326
Computers and Internet	 326

Observations for Outdoor Scenes	 327
Environmental Conditions	 327
Immediate Area of Crime Scene	 327
Extended Area of Crime Scene	 327

Observations for Motor Vehicle Scenes	 327
Exterior	 327
Interior	 328

Section VII
DEATH SCENE EVIDENCE PROCESSING

	37	 Documenting and Processing Bloodstain 
Patterns at the Scene	 331

Detection	 331
Visual	 331
Alternate Light Source	 332
Infrared	 332
Chemical Enhancement	 332

Luminol	 333
Modified Luminol Formulas (Such as BlueStar)	 333
Fluorescein	 334

Isolate and Identify Discrete Patterns	 334
Spatter	 334
Nonspatter Stains	 335

Documentation through Mapping	 336
Mapping	 337
Mapping Large Area Patterns	 338
Clothing	 339

Photography	 339
Sketching	 340

Sampling and Collection	 340



xxiiiContents

	38	 Documenting and Processing a Shooting Scene	 341

Recovery of Firearms Evidence from the Scene	 341
The Weapon	 341

Weapons Safety Is of Paramount Concern	 341
Documenting the Firearm	 342
Make the Weapon Safe	 342
Processing the Weapon On-Scene	 342
Collecting and Packaging the Firearm	 343

Recovery of a Firearm from Water	 343
Recovery of Cartridges, Spent Bullet Cases, and Bullets	 343

Additional Analysis Considerations	 344
Documenting Bullet Defects	 344
Chemical Testing to Determine If It Is a Bullet Defect	 347
Testing for Copper	 348
Testing for Lead	 349

Recovery of Firearms Evidence from the Victim	 350
Detection of Gunpowder Patterns	 350

Visual	 350
Infrared	 351
Collection and Packaging of Clothing	 351
Documentation and Collection of Gunshot Residue	 352

	39	 Documenting and Processing Post-Blast 
(Explosive Incident) Scenes	 355

Initial Actions	 355
Establishing a Perimeter	 355
Legal Concerns	 355
Establishing Context	 356

Crime Scene Processing Guidelines	 357
Initial Briefing	 357
Initial Walk-Through	 357

Blast Scene Mapping (Searching and Evidence Recovery)	 358
Procedure for Mapping	 358

Collecting the Evidence	 360
Commonly Encountered Evidence	 360

Identified Device and Component Parts	 360
Post-Blast Debris	 360

Explosive Evidence Collection Guidelines	 361
Sampling for Explosive Residue	 361
Collecting and Packaging	 361



xxiv Contents

Liquids	 361
Solids	 362

	40	 Entomological Evidence	 363
DONALD HOUSMAN
Terminology	 363
General Guidelines	 364
Collection of Samples	 365

Adult and Flying Insects	 365
Crawling Adult Insects	 365
Maggots, Pupae, and Other Immature Insect Forms	 365
Insects in Soil	 366

Documentation of Entomological Evidence	 367
Contact with the Servicing Forensic Entomologist	 367

	41	 Biological Evidence	 369

Touch DNA	 369
Detection	 369
Preservation and Collection on Items of Evidence	 370

Biological Fluids and Stains	 370
Detection	 370

The Body and Scene Analysis	 371
Collection of Biological Stains	 372

General	 372
Dry Stains	 374

The Body	 374
The Scene	 374

Wet Stains	 375
The Body	 375
The Scene	 375

Liquid Stains	 376
The Scene	 376

Packaging	 376

	42	 Trace Evidence	 379

The Body	 379
The Scene	 380

General Processing Guidelines	 380
Detection	 380
General Collection	 381
Packaging	 382



xxvContents

Hairs	 384
Fibers	 384
Paint	 384

Collection	 385
Control Sample	 385
Known Sample	 385
Packaging 	 385

Glass	 385
On-Scene Examination	 386
Collection	 387
Known Sample	 387
Packaging	 387

Building Materials	 387
Collection	 387
Known Sample	 387

Soil Evidence	 387
Collection	 388
Known Sample	 388

Alibi Sample	 388
Packaging	 388

Trace Metals Evidence	 389
Field Testing for Lead and Copper for Bullet Defects	 389

Testing for Copper	 389
Testing for Lead	 389

Collection 	 390
Control Sample 	 390
Known Sample	 390
Packaging 	 390

Trace Explosives Evidence	 390
Collection of Explosives Residue Materials	 391
Collection of Trace Components Parts	 391

Hazardous Materials Evidence	 392

	43	 Friction Ridge Evidence	 393

Prints on the Body/on Skin	 393
Patent (Visible) Prints on the Skin	 393
Latent Prints on the Skin	 394

Detection	 394
Prints at the Scene	 395

General	 395
Detecting Prints	 396

Oblique Lighting	 396



xxvi Contents

Reflected Ultraviolet Imaging System	 396
Alternate Light Sources	 396

Photography of Prints	 397
DNA Considerations	 398

Prints on Nonporous Surfaces	 398
Print Stabilization with SuperglueTM Fuming (Cyanoacrylate)	 398

Developing	 400
Recovering Latent Prints from Nonporous Surfaces	 400
Packaging 	 401

Prints on Porous Surfaces	 401
Packaging 	 401

Chemical Development of Latent Prints	 401
Prints on Wet Surfaces	 401
Prints in Blood	 402

Amido Black 	 402
Hungarian Red	 403
Leucocrystal Violet	 403

Prints in Oil or Grease	 404

	44	 Impression Evidence	 407

The Body	 407
Bite Marks in Skin	 407
Photographing Bite Marks	 407
Processing Bite Marks: Special Considerations	 409
Tool Marks in Bone	 409

Two-Dimensional Residue Impressions on Skin	 410
Kick or Stomps to the Body	 410

The Scene	 411
Tool Marks (Three-Dimensional Impression Evidence)	 411

General	 411
Detection	 411
Photography	 411
Processing/Casting Tool Marks	 412

Footwear and Tire Impressions (Three-Dimensional 
Impression Evidence)	 413

General	 413
Detection	 414
Photography	 414
Processing/Casting	 415

sdsuser97
Note
Unmarked set by sdsuser97



xxviiContents

Casting Underwater	 416
Impressions in Snow 	 417
Impressions in Sand/Dust	 418
Special Considerations for Tire Marks 	 418
Packaging	 419

Footwear and Tire Impressions 
(Two-Dimensional Impression Evidence)	 419

Detection	 419
Oblique Lighting Visualization 	 419
Mirror and Oblique Lighting	 419
Photography	 420
Processing Dry Impressions	 421
Processing Moist Impression	 424
Packaging	 425

Section VIII
DEATH INVESTIGATION 
CHECKLIST AND WORKSHEETS

Death Scene Investigation Check List Fill-In Forms	 431

Death Scene Investigation Check List: Logs and Forms	 463

Supplemental Death Scene Worksheets	 481
Worksheet 1: Postmortem Indicator (PMI)	 484
Worksheet 2: Death Scene Entry Log	 485
Worksheet 3: Photographic Head Slate	 486
Worksheet 4: Photography Log	 487
Worksheet 5: Post-Blast Scene Management	 488
Worksheet 6: Firearms Recovery Worksheet	 489
Worksheet 7: Entomology Worksheet 	 490
Worksheet 8: Biological Evidence Notes	 491
Worksheet 9: Trace Evidence Notes	 492
Worksheet 10: Friction Ridge Evidence	 493
Worksheet 11: Impression Evidence Notes	 494
Worksheet 12: Immersion Burn Worksheet	 495
Worksheet 13: SIDS/SUIDS (Sudden Infant Death)	 496
Worksheet 14: Bullet Defect Worksheet	 504
Worksheet 15: Bloodstain Pattern Worksheet	 505



xxviii Contents

Appendix A: �Universal Precautions for 
Bloodborne Pathogens	 507

Appendix B: Bloodstain Pattern Decision Tree	 511

Appendix C: Druggist Fold	 515

Death Scene Investigation Decision Tree	 517

Index	 519



xxix

Foreword

Every death scene tells a story. The scene must be properly and thoroughly 
examined, evidence collected, and everything carefully documented. The 
investigator(s) has (have) only one opportunity to properly process the death 
scene. Realizing that every investigation will involve a number of profes-
sionals from different disciplines (coroner, medical examiner, crime scene 
investigator, criminal investigator, etc.)—with varying levels of education 
and experience in death investigation—it is vitally important that all parties 
involved conduct the most complete and thorough scene examination and 
documentation as possible.

Michael Maloney, the author of the second edition of Death Scene 
Investigation: Procedural Guide, has used his vast experience to write a wholly 
comprehensive procedural guide to assist those involved in the profession of 
death investigation, whatever their role. This well-organized publication may 
be used as a field guide for all parties involved in an investigation. This guide 
will provide easy reference as to the proper procedures to follow in inves-
tigating all the various modes of death that will be encountered. With the 
addition of new chapters, it will also be a valuable study guide for all those 
planning to take the American Board of Medicolegal Death Investigators 
(ABMDI) Diplomat and Fellow certification examination for Medicolegal 
Death Investigator.

Coroner Lynn Reed, F-ABMDI
Moultrie County, Illinois and Director of Training, Illinois Coroners

and Medical Examiners Association
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Foreword, 1st Edition

Death Scene Investigation: Procedural Guide is the answer to a long recog-
nized dilemma—how to have every death investigated by an experienced 
death investigator. Using his considerable experience in death investigations 
and forensics, Mr. Maloney has created a procedural guide that gives every-
one, including the medical examiner’s investigator, coroner, crime scene 
investigator, or detective, an on-scene guide for processing the death scene. 
This field guide will assist in understanding the story the scene tells as well 
as developing the investigative direction. The Death Investigation Decision 
Tree is an innovative, easy-to-use tool that ensures the scene investigation is 
focused, directed, and complete while prompting the investigator to see the 
“red flags” that are present but sometimes overlooked. This should be the first 
tool used on the scene after familiarization with the scene and basic facts. 
Easy-to-follow chapters and complete bulleted procedures are presented in 
a manner that minimizes the need to flip back and forth through the guide. 
The spiral bound format is designed to fit in a cargo pocket for easy access 
and transport to the scene. Unlike textbooks, this guide stands out because 
it is specifically designed for use in the field. The medical examiner, coroner, 
and homicide detective should not overlook this guide; it is a handy reference 
for proper procedures to employ in a wide variety of death scenes.

Tom Bevel
President of Bevel, Gardner & Associates, Inc.
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Preface

This book is meant to be used at the scene as a practical field guide when 
responding to a death investigation. Some information in the various chapters 
of the guide may seem repetitious; this is meant to facilitate its field use by 
minimizing the need to flip back and forth for information while processing 
the scene. The guide is separated into the following sections for ease of use:

•	 Section I, Death Scene Investigations, includes procedures for pre-
paring and responding to the scene. Chapter 1 provides for the ini-
tial response and evaluation required for all death scenes. The death 
scene investigation decision tree is provided as an easy-to-follow pro-
cess to lead the investigator to a preliminary indication of manner of 
death. From there, the investigator goes to the specific chapter in 
Section I for accidental, natural, suicidal, or homicidal death to facil-
itate a thorough scene investigation.

•	 Section II covers the Medicolegal Death Investigation. This includes 
the roles of the medicolegal death investigator, coroner, and medical 
examiner. It covers the determination of identity, cause, and manner 
of death. The forensic autopsy as well as the investigator’s role at the 
autopsy are discussed.

•	 Section III covers the Recovery of Human Remains from an open 
field, aquatic, expedient grave, sub-surface remains or the; exhuma-
tion of buried remains; as well as search techniques to locate clan-
destine graves.

•	 Section IV details Wound Dynamics and the evidence they may 
present at the scene and on the body.

•	 Section V, Special Death Scene Investigations, is used to supplement 
death investigations involving child or infant deaths, sexual deaths, 
or multiple victims.

•	 Section VI, Death Scene Management, Tasks, and Responsibilities, 
covers the responsibilities, duties, and necessary techniques to 
accomplish death scene management, documentation, evidence pro-
cessing, and death scene procedures. This section serves as a ready 
reference for the death scene investigator assigned to photography, 
videography, sketching, and processing or as the scene observer.
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•	 Section VII, Death Scene Evidence Processing, details the specific 
procedures to be followed when bloodstain patterns or a shooting 
scene are encountered, as well as in handling specific evidence types 
such as entomological, biological, trace, friction ridge, or impression 
evidence.

•	 Section VIII, Death Investigation Checklist and Worksheets, incor-
porates Dick Warrington’s popular Death Scene Investigation 
Checklist with a supplemental series of customized checklists 
developed for this procedural guide. The checklists are also avail-
able in a digital form fill format through a download key offered 
with this text.

A note on additional content available: Dick Warrington’s popular Death 
Scene Investigation Checklist is available in its entirety (over 30 pages of check-
lists to cover almost every conceivable scene!). With an additional 15 forms 
specific to documenting tasking suggested through this procedural guide, 
these forms have been made available for download to purchasers of this book.  
Purchasers of this book, and any agency individuals may work for, are free 
to use such forms in the course of their work and customize them for their 
purposes.  You may go to the publisher’s maintained Web site—and register 
to gain access to download the forms—here: www.crcpress.com/cw/maloney.

www.crcpress.com/cw/maloney
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New to the Second Edition of Death Scene 
Investigation Procedural Guide contains

•	 Dick Warrington’s popular Death Investigation Checklist has been 
added to the second edition! This checklist has been the standard for 
many departments for the last decade and is now available in this 
guide in an updated format. The checklist has been supplemented 
with a series of worksheets for use while processing the scene. 
Readers are also provided with access to download these forms and 
all other worksheets in easy digital form fill formats.

•	 A sleeker format that allows for rapid assessment of the scene and 
seamless transition to the investigation at large, including a foldout 
Death Scene Investigation Decision Tree from the back cover.

•	 An expanded section on the medicolegal death investigation specifi-
cally addresses the role of the coroner, medical examiner, and medi-
colegal death investigator.

•	 Sections on death notification and the proper method to accomplish 
this often daunting task is now included.

•	 Chapters on drug-related deaths, poisoning, and sexual activities 
resulting in death (noncriminal) have been added.

•	 The “Recovery of Human Remains” section now includes guidance 
on grave exhumation.

•	 The very important skill of death scene videography has been moved 
to its own chapter and expanded considerably with the help of law 
enforcement video expert Wadi Sawabini.

•	 Revised and edited chapters based on feedback from readers and 
seminar students over the last 5 years!

•	 Lastly, Dick Warrington’s popular Death Scene Investigation 
Checklist is available in its entirety (over 30 pages of checklists 
to cover almost every conceivable scene!), with an additional 
15 forms specific to documenting tasking suggested through this 
procedural guide. These forms, presented in this edition, have 
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1Death Scene Response 
 

This chapter details the notification and response for the death scene inves-
tigator (DSI). The DSI may be a law enforcement crime scene investigator, 
detective, medical examiner’s investigator, or coroner’s investigator. No mat-
ter the title, how DSIs respond to and handle the death scene is a reflection 
on their agency’s professionalism. Though it is recognized that at routine 
death scenes or in smaller departments DSIs may also serve as the on-site 
manager/​supervisor, the duties specific to managing the death scene have 
been explained in Chapter 32, “Death Scene Management.” This chapter will 
focus solely on the procedural aspects of the death scene response.

Initial Notification

The first receipt of information of a death or possible death by a DSI formally 
begins the death scene investigation. Death scenes are documented through 
notes, photography, and sketching. Documentation begins with note taking—
the Death Scene Investigation Checklist included as Section VIII provides 
a template for thorough death scene documentation. The checklist may be 
downloaded from the publisher’s website at (www.crcpress.com/cw/maloney) 
as a digital fill-in form for tablets and PCs or may be printed as hard copy 
forms. Information initially documented will include the following:

•	 Method of notification.
•	 Person making notification.
•	 Time of notification.
•	 Description of death scene (outdoor, indoor, residential, commercial 

area, etc.).
•	 Who will have investigative jurisdiction, or lead, in a multiagency 

response?
•	 People present at death scene (law enforcement, medical, coroner, 

family, etc.).
•	 Reported crime (suspicious death, murder, sex crime, child abuse, 

burglary, etc.).

www.crcpress.com/cw/maloney
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•	 Identification and security of scene (agency currently in charge).
•	 Body at scene (if not at scene, where is it?).
•	 Authority who pronounced victim dead.
•	 Safety hazards or unique considerations at scene (electrocution, 

poisonous gases, unstable terrain, civil insurrection, etc.).
•	 Information about suspects and witnesses still in area.
•	 Other agencies notified and responding.

Preparation

•	 Initial information will almost certainly be wrong or incomplete. 
Expect this when you arrive at the scene.

•	 Get mentally prepared. No matter how seasoned you may be, you 
may encounter a scene that you find disturbing.

•	 Get yourself ready for what you are about to do. The time to get 
focused and oriented is not at a scene with witnesses, bystanders, 
and perhaps suspects standing around.

Coordination en Route

It may be possible en route to determine the following or make the 
following notifications. If not, complete this list as soon as possible after 
your initial actions. Coordination efforts are more thoroughly detailed in 
Chapter 32.

•	 Who has jurisdiction and will be lead on the investigation?
•	 Will other jurisdictions be responding to assist? If so, what assets are 

they sending?
•	 Who is in charge of the scene now?
•	 Has the medical examiner’s office or coroner been notified? Are they 

sending investigators or responding?
•	 Is the victim still at the scene? If not, where have they been trans-

ported to? Ensure a response to the body.
•	 Does the initial scope and description of the death scene indicate a 

need for external or interagency assistance?
•	 Is there a need for auxiliary lighting?
•	 Is there building or structural instability?
•	 Is this an aquatic scene requiring boats or divers?
•	 Did the death occur in a fatal fire?



5Death Scene Response  

Arrival at the Scene

Initial arrival at the scene may often be chaotic. The presence of first respond-
ers, law enforcement, fire or rescue, emergency medical services, and agen-
cies from multiple jurisdictions will impact order at a scene. During the 
initial response, the primary concerns are as follows:

•	 Mitigate any immediate threat to victims, bystanders, or first 
responders.
•	 Tactical threats
•	 Scene hazards
•	 Toxic environment

•	 Render aid to those injured to the ability of your training while 
summoning emergency care if needed.

•	 Get a briefing from whoever controls the scene.
•	 Identify witnesses.

NOTE: If emergency medical services are present on scene and treating the 
victim(s), immediately photograph the location and position of the injured. 
Take immediate steps to document and collect perishable items of evidence 
that may be disturbed through their lifesaving efforts.

Establish a Perimeter

•	 If the first responders have established a perimeter, quickly assess it 
to determine if it needs to be expanded.

•	 The perimeter should include all areas associated with the primary 
scene in which evidence is expected to be found.

Immediate On-Scene Coordination

Receive a brief from whoever controls the scene. Coordinate with the follow-
ing agencies if represented:

•	 Law enforcement agencies
•	 Emergency medical services
•	 Fire department
•	 Security agencies

Identify everyone who has entered the scene. Determine if they have 
changed the conditions within the scene (lights, doors, etc.), if they have safed 
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or unloaded any weapons, what they have touched, and where they have 
walked. Photograph footwear patterns if appropriate.

Initial Scene Evaluation: Walk-Through 
(with Preservation of Perishable Evidence)

After establishing death scene perimeters and ensuring death scene security, 
the DSI should take the opportunity to walk through the scene and examine 
the body to become familiar with the evidence present and its interrelation-
ship to the scene.

•	 The walk-through should be conducted with personal protective 
equipment (PPE) appropriate to the scene—at a minimum, gloves 
and shoe covers.

•	 Paths of travel should be those least likely to have been traversed by 
the perpetrator or victim.

•	 It is appropriate to videotape, digitally record, or take general 
photographs during the initial walk-through. The recording may 
be accomplished by the death scene photographer or videographer 
accompanying the lead DSI on the walk-through.

•	 It is also appropriate to note observations of scene conditions that 
may have been, or could be, changed inadvertently, for example, 
doors that were opened or closed, locked or not locked, lights on or 
off, and other general conditions.

•	 If during the walk-through an item of perishable evidence is 
discovered (a hair on a broken window, a footwear impression 
outside when inclement weather is likely, etc.), the item should 
be immediately safeguarded or expeditiously documented and 
processed.

Initial Approach to the Body

•	 Within the scene, determine a path of approach that is least likely to 
disturb evidence associated with the body.
•	 Avoid, if possible, entering or exiting through the doors a perpe-

trator may have used.
•	 Avoid, if possible, any path of travel that may have been used by 

a perpetrator.
•	 Rapidly conduct a point-to-point search along the determined path 

while marking and safeguarding physical evidence. Conduct of a 
point-to-point search is detailed in Chapter 10.
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Preliminary Determination of Death

If not already established, determine that the decedent is in fact dead and 
does not require emergency medical care. Some physical signs indicating 
that death is presumed (until legal determination) are:

•	 Absence of pulse and respiration
•	 Fixed and dilated pupils that are unresponsive to light
•	 No signs that indicate cardiopulmonary resuscitation is required
•	 Obvious injury inconsistent with life such as decapitation, traumatic 

head injury with evacuation of brain content, massive blood loss, 
body cut in two or more pieces, and obvious decomposition

Documentation, Preservation, and/or 
Collection of Perishable Evidence

•	 Photograph discrete bloodstain patterns on the victim’s body, clothing, 
or adjacent to the body before they are obscured by further blood flow.

•	 Collect hairs and fibers on the victim’s clothing or body that may be 
lost through air movement or exposure to the elements.

•	 Collect foreign fluids or stains (such as semen) on the body may be 
obscured by blood flow.

Document Postmortem Indicators

Examine the body and document the stage of development of livor, rigor, 
and algor mortis as soon as practical. The status of these indicators should 
be noted every hour while the body remains at the scene. Chapter 14 
provides guidance. A Postmortem Indicator (PMI) worksheet is provided as 
Supplemental Worksheet 1.

Livor Mortis—Purplish Discoloration in Dependent Areas

•	 Is livor mortis present?
•	 Is its location consistent with the body position?
•	 Is the livor mortis fixed or fluid?

•	 Can it be blanched with the pressure of a gloved finger?

Rigor Mortis—Stiffening of Muscles and Joints

•	 Is rigor mortis present?
•	 Is it consistent with the body position?
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•	 Is it partially or fully developed in all muscles and joints of the body?
•	 Check fingers and jaw for partial development.
•	 Check leg at hip and knee for full development.

Algor Mortis—Reduction in Body Temperature

•	 Is the body warm or cool to the touch?
•	 Record body temperature via method authorized by medical 

examiner.
•	 Digital thermal scan of forehead.
•	 Digital thermal scan of tympanic membrane (eardrum).
•	 Digital or mercury thermometer temperature of armpit.
•	 Temperature of liver (invasive procedure to be used only by prop-

erly trained practitioners and authorized by medical examiner).
•	 Record ambient temperature at elevation of the body.
•	 Record temperature of surface on which the body rests.
•	 Repeat all recordings hourly until the body is removed from the scene.

NOTE: Further processing of the body should be held in abeyance until all 
physical evidence surrounding the body and in a clear path leading to the 
body has been documented, preserved, and collected.

Assessing and Establishing the Perimeter

Primary Scene: Inner Perimeter

•	 The inner perimeter should be extended to include all areas asso-
ciated with the primary scene in which evidence is expected to 
be found. Determine if the scene has been adequately identified 
and its perimeter secured. If not, enlarge perimeter as necessary 
(Figure 1.1).

•	 Determine the likely areas through which a perpetrator would 
have entered or exited the scene and any subsequent paths of travel. 
If noted, ensure they are within the inner perimeter.

Primary Scene: Outer Perimeter

•	 This is a clearly marked border around the inner perimeter that 
allows access to locations within the inner perimeter without having 
to constantly traverse the scene.

•	 This includes a DSI staging area for donning Tyvek suits and gather-
ing equipment if needed (Figure 1.2).
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Identifying Ancillary Scenes

•	 Determine if the initial information would indicate the possibility of 
ancillary, or secondary, death scenes.

•	 See specific guidance under chapters 2. natural death, 3. accidental 
death, 4. suicide, and 5. homicide.

•	 Properly secure these areas until they can be processed.

Death scene

(All evidence is expected to be 
encountered in this area)

Inner perimeter

Figure 1.1  Establishing death scene inner perimeter.

Death scene

(All evidence is 
expected to be 

encountered
in this area)

Inner perimeter

Outer perimeter

Investigator 
staging area 

Figure 1.2  Establish death scene outer perimeter.
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Establishing Scene Controls

•	 Identify a point of entry and exit for those working the scene and 
establish an entry control point and a controller (preferably someone 
from law enforcement) using a Death Scene Entry Log, provided as 
Supplemental Worksheet 2.

•	 Determine the level of security required and task appropriate 
personnel.

•	 Determine what level of PPE is required for the scene and establish 
PPE guidelines for entry (Appendix A).

•	 Once a scene’s perimeter is established, designate an area outside 
the perimeter for DSIs to work in (e.g., sketching, processing scene 
evidence, changing PPE, trash collection, or for breaks) (Figure 1.2).

•	 DSIs or other law enforcement personnel should never take food, 
drinks, or tobacco products into a death scene area!

Legal Concerns

The initial response to the call and determination that there is no one 
that requires aid and that there is no threat present are typically covered 
under a search exception called exigent circumstances. Once the threat 
is removed and aid has been rendered, the presence of law enforcement 
moves from the public safety realm (exigent circumstances) to the inves-
tigative realm. Under the investigative realm, it is important to ensure 
you have the authority to search for and seize evidence. Chapter 32 pro-
vides a detailed explanation of search and processing legal concerns.

Scene Assessment, Planning, and Investigative Strategy

At the conclusion of the walk-through, the evidence and body are assessed 
within the context of the scene. The videotape from the walk-through (or 
pictures) may be helpful during this process. The Death Scene Investigation 
Decision Tree (inside of back cover) will aid the investigator in making 
an evidence-based decision on initially handling the scene as a homicide, 
suicide, accident, or natural death. This method defaults in ambiguous situa
tions to the more conservative investigative approach.

Scene processing steps are continued in the following chapters:

•	 For investigations of suspected natural death, refer to Chapter 2 for 
detailed processing guidance.

•	 For investigations of suspected accidental death, refer to Chapter 3 
for detailed processing guidance.
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•	 For investigations of suspected suicidal death, refer to Chapter 4 for 
detailed processing guidance.

•	 For investigations of suspected homicidal death, refer to Chapter 5 
for detailed processing guidance.

This is an opportunity to slow down and determine investigative priori-
ties, tasking, and assignments. Once an investigative direction is developed, 
it should remain sufficiently flexible to allow for unforeseen developments.
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2Natural Deaths 
 

Natural deaths are often indicated through scene findings but not confirmed 
until the autopsy is complete. This poses a special challenge to the DSI to 
thoroughly document the scene and carefully look for red flags that might 
move the death toward a homicide, suicide, or accident.

The following considerations and activities are listed in an order condu-
cive to efficiently processing a death scene. Individual circumstances may 
dictate a different order. This procedure should be used when the Death 
Scene Investigation Decision Tree (inside of back cover) indicates a prelimi-
nary investigative direction for natural death.

NOTE: The procedures and steps that allowed the DSI to identify, secure, 
and perform the initial walk-through of the scene were covered in Chapter 1, 
“Death Scene Response.” The analysis from the evidence within the context 
of the scene allowed for the investigative direction to be established. If this 
initial assessment has not been completed, return to the procedures detailed 
in Chapter 1, “Death Scene Response,” and the Death Scene Investigation 
Decision Tree (inside of back cover).

Definition of Natural Death

A natural death results from a medically observable disease or medical con-
dition for which the expected outcome is death.

Worksheets and Documentation

The following documentation guides, forms, logs, and worksheets are pro-
vided in Section VIII, “Death Scene Investigation Checklist and Worksheets,” 
and may be used in documenting this scene. Additional forms, other than 
those noted, may also be used as dictated by your scene. These forms may be 
preprinted from the publisher’s website (www.crcpress.com/cw/maloney) or 
photocopied from this procedural guide.

•	 Death Investigation Checklist
•	 Section 1: Death Scene Information

www.crcpress.com/cw/maloney
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•	 Section 2: Civilians Who Entered the Death Scene
•	 Section 3: Death Scene
•	 Section 4: Coroner/Medical Examiner Notification
•	 Sections 5–8: Appropriate Body Location When Discovered
•	 Section 10: Identification/Notification
•	 Section 11: Scene Processing
•	 Section 12: Death Scene Release Information
•	 Section 13: Narrative Report
•	 Section 14: (appropriate forms and logs)

•	 Worksheets
•	 Worksheet 1: Postmortem Indicators
•	 Worksheet 2: Death Scene Entry Log
•	 Worksheet 3: Photography Head Slate
•	 Worksheet 4: Photography Log

Initial Scene Response

The following tasks should have already been completed; if not, please see 
Chapter 1, “Death Scene Response.”

•	 Initial notification
•	 Initial scene coordination
•	 Arrival at the scene
•	 Establishing a perimeter
•	 Initial scene evaluation—walk-through
•	 Initial examination of the deceased
•	 Scene assessment, planning, and investigative strategy

Legal Concerns

The initial response to the call and determination that there is no 
one that requires aid and that there is no threat present are typically 
covered under a search exception called “exigent circumstances.” Once 
the threat is removed and aid has been rendered, the presence of law 
enforcement moves from the public safety realm (exigent circumstances) 
to the investigative realm. Under the investigative realm, it is impor-
tant to ensure you have the authority to search for and seize evidence. 
Chapter 1, “Death Scene Response,” provides a detailed explanation of 
search and processing concerns.
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Scene Considerations

Although a death may initially appear natural, the circumstances as ascer-
tained through a thorough and complete investigation may indicate that the 
cause was an accident, suicide, or homicide. Examples include suicide by 
overmedication, accidental death due to unintentional overmedication, and 
physician- or medical professional–assisted suicide.

•	 The medical examiner or coroner who has jurisdiction for the body 
should be notified as soon as possible. The intent is to inform author-
ities of the investigation and coordinate any on-scene responses, not 
request removal of the body.

•	 Except to protect fragile evidence from potential destruction, there 
is no need to rush the processing of a death scene without first estab-
lishing a plan.

•	 If the body has already been removed to a medical facility or funeral 
home, an investigator should respond to the receiving facility to 
gather physical evidence and process the body.

Death Scene Processing

Death scenes are often highly complex and require skilled care and methodi-
cal processing. There is no requirement to have a body removed immediately 
from a scene, and removal may be detrimental if it occurs before a scene is 
thoroughly examined for evidence. The steps are detailed below.

Identifying Primary and Secondary Death Scenes

Reassess the original scene perimeter to determine if it is adequate. This inner 
perimeter should contain all items of evidence or expected items of evidence 
or evidentiary areas within the scene. The outer perimeter is established to 
allow access to all areas within the inner perimeter without having to exces-
sively traverse the inner perimeter. It also includes staging areas for DSIs 
working the scene. These are established as applicable to all primary and 
secondary scenes.

Primary Scene
•	 The body of the deceased generally constitutes the primary death 

scene.
•	 The area directly around the body or room in which it is discovered 

also becomes part of the primary death scene.
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•	 Any medicines or medical paraphernalia/equipment attached to, 
adjacent to, or near the body should also be considered part of the 
primary scene.

NOTE: Any indication of forced entry or a violent struggle should move this 
investigation to Chapter 5, “Homicidal Deaths.”

Secondary Scenes
•	 All areas where medicine and medical supplies are kept
•	 Victim’s in-home medical records, medical appointment records, 

and treatment notes
•	 Smartphone, tablet, computer containing Internet searches on 

medical equipment, maintenance issues, etc.
•	 Social media accounts containing images or entries involving 

medical treatment or end-of-life considerations
•	 Social media accounts containing images or entries involving 

termination of life, suicide, and/or assisted suicide
•	 Social media accounts containing indications of depression or 

suicidal ideation

NOTE: Any indication of suicide, suicidal ideation, or suicide attempt should 
move this investigation to Chapter 4, “Suicidal Deaths.”

NOTE: Any indication of assisted suicide or medically assisted suicide should 
move this investigation to Chapter 5, “Homicidal Deaths.”

Take Control of Scene

•	 Start documentation of the scene via notes, sketching, and photogra-
phy. Documentation is an ongoing process.

•	 Establish an investigators/DSI staging area.
•	 Extend death scene perimeter if necessary. Consider media presence 

and ranges of lenses (see Figure 2.1).
•	 Establish log of all persons entering or exiting death scene 

(Supplemental Worksheet 2, “Death Scene Entry Log”).

Scene Organization

•	 Use protective booties, gloves, and mask at a minimum. Full PPE 
may be appropriate (Appendix A).
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•	 Establish investigator paths of entry and exit separate from those 
used by the victim.

•	 Establish investigator path of travel to and from the body. Use the 
point-to-point search method to clear the path of evidence and avoid 
both the victim and perpetrators route of ingress or egress.

•	 Document and safeguard perishable evidence.

Legal Determination of Death

If not already accomplished, have the body pronounced dead by the proper 
legal authority.

Plan Development

•	 Evaluate results of walk-through.
•	 Evaluate available assets.
•	 Determine whether additional or specialized personnel are required, 

for example, a medical examiner, sexual assault response team, explo-
sive ordnance disposal (EOD), forensic anthropologist, or scuba divers.

•	 Determine whether additional or specialized equipment is required, 
for example, lighting, ladders, evidence collection supplies, and 
metal detectors

•	 Formulate a processing plan.

Death scene

Command
area

Media
area

(All evidence is 
expected to be 

encountered
in this area)

Inner perimeter

Outer perimeter

Investigator 
staging area

Figure 2.1  Establish locations for death scene command and control functions.


