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analysis, previously expensive but currently offered at no charge through the President’s DNA 

Initiative (15), has a turnaround time historically measured in months.  

 
Literature Review: 

 
Establishing medicolegal decedent identity typically relies on DNA, dental comparison, 

or fingerprints. However, a family reference sample may not be available for comparison. Lack 

of antemortem dental care and/or records may preclude the analysis of dental characteristics. 

Fingerprinting may not be possible when the hands are in an advanced stage of decomposition, 

traumatized, or scavenged by carnivores, and many individuals do not have fingerprints on 

record. When computerized fingerprint comparison through the Automated Fingerprint 

Identification System (AFIS) is unsuccessful, latent examination by an analyst may be requested 

if there are latent fingerprints available for comparison. However, recent research suggests that 

cognitive or confirmation bias may play a role and adversely affect the comparison of dental 

radiographs and latent fingerprint comparisons, which may lead to evidentiary challenges (16-

20).  

When DNA, dental comparison, and fingerprint analysis are unsuccessful, the ME/C may 

request radiographic comparison of skeletal elements conducted by an analyst with specialized 

training, such as a forensic anthropologist, a forensic radiologist, or a forensic pathologist (21).  

Radiograph identification, performed through a point-by-point comparison between similar 

antemortem views of a missing person and postmortem views of a decedent, is a non-destructive 

method that does not expose the practitioner to biohazards beyond routine manipulation of the 

body. The analyst typically undertakes identification analysis by qualitative comparison of 

skeletal elements in antemortem and postmortem radiographs, evaluating the radiographs for 

 

This document is a research report submitted to the U.S. Department of Justice. This report has not 
been published by the Department. Opinions or points of view expressed are those of the author(s) 

and do not necessarily reflect the official position or policies of the U.S. Department of Justice.




























































	Abstract
	1. Committee on Identifying the Needs of the Forensic Science Community.  Strengthening forensic science in the United States: a path forward.  Washington, DC: The National Academies Press, 2009.
	2. Supreme Court of the United States Syllabus. DAUBERT et ux., individually and as guardians ad litem for DAUBERT, et al. v. MERRELL DOW PHARMACEUTICALS, INC. (1993). http://www.law.cornell.edu/supct/html/92-102.ZS.html. Accessed 10/02/2013.
	3. Grivas CR, Komar DA. Kumho, Daubert, and the nature of scientific inquiry: implications for forensic anthropology. J Forensic Sci. 2008;53(4):771-776.
	4. Keierleber JA and Bohan TL. Ten years after Daubert: the status of the states. J Forensic Sci. 2005;50(5):1154‐1163.
	5. Christensen AM. The impact of Daubert: implications for testimony and research in forensic anthropology (and the use of frontal sinuses in personal identification). J Forensic Sci. 2004;49(3):427‐430.
	6. Moreno JA.  Einstein on the bench. Ohio State Law Journal 2003;64:531-585.
	14. http://quickfacts.census.gov.qfd/states/48/48201.html. Accessed 05/06/2013.
	15. http://www.hsc.unt.edu/departments/pathology_anatomy/dna/Forensics/Initiative/Initiative.cfm. Accessed 05/06/2013.
	16. Spinney L.  The fine print.  Nature 2010;464:344-346.
	17. Neufeld P, Scheck B.  Making forensic science more scientific.  Nature 2010;464:351.
	18. Dror IE, Charlton D, Peron A.  Contextual information renders experts vulnerable to making erroneous identifications. Forensic Sci Int 2006;156(1):74-78.
	19. Krane DE, Ford S, Gilder JR, Inman K, Jamieson A, Koppl R, Kornfield IL, Risinger DM, Rudin N, Taylor MS, Thompson WC. Sequential unmasking: a means of minimizing observer effects in forensic DNA interpretation. J Forensic Sci 2008;53(4):1006-1007.




