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❖A psychological autopsy is 

performed when the manner of 

death is inconclusive. Forensic 

psychologists work in tandem 

with medical examiners to 

determine cause of death by 

reviewing (a) medical records, (b) 

life events, and (c) relevant 

interviews (Annon et al., 1995). 

❖Suicide is the 10th leading cause 

of death and is a growing health 

concern (Centers for Disease 

Control and Prevention, 2021). 

❖ In 2019, there were 

approximately 45,000 suicides, 

which accounts for 1 death every 

11 minutes (Centers for Disease 

Control and Prevention, 2021). 

❖Some groups are more prone to 

suicide such as ethnic minorities, 

LGBTQ+ youth, individuals who 

reside in rural areas, and veterans 

(Centers for Disease Control and 

Prevention, 2021). 

❖Assessing suicide through 

retrospective evaluation merges 

direct and indirect indications to 

explain why an individual would 

use lethal means to end their life 

(Werland et al., 2003).  

❖Forensic psychologists work in tandem 

with medical examiners to provide an 

explanation of death when results are 

inconclusive. 

❖ In marginalized populations, such as the 

LGBTQ+ community, there are underlining 

factors that contribute to suicide that must 

be captured during the psychological 

autopsy. 

❖Hass et al. (2015) found that failure to note 

specific factors related to sexual orientation 

and gender minorities and suicide limits the 

ability determine mortality trends. 

❖To provide a comprehensive post-mortem 

psychological evaluation, the information 

gathered must be used to inform preventive 

measures, which is vital to increasing 

awareness of risk factors and decreasing 

suicide in the LGBTQ+ community. 

❖ To date, an individual's sexual 

orientation is not systematically 

noted on their death certificate 

(Mathy et al., 2011). 

❖ Failure to list pertinent 

identifiers limits the ability to 

chart mortality disproportions in 

the LGBTQ+ community (Hass 

et al., 2015). 

❖ The psychological autopsy can 

be used to determine the 

relationship between sexual 

orientation or gender dysphoria 

and suicide, which can be used 

to underscore risk factors that 

are population specific. 

❖ Future research should include 

using the findings found during 

the psychological autopsy to 

inform preventive education, 

which could have positive 

effects in decreasing mortality 

in the LGBTQ+ community.  
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❖The four primary questions a 

forensic psychologist must ask 

when performing a psychological 

autopsy is (a) how did the 

individual die, (b) from what did 

the individual die, (c ) why did the 

individual choose lethal means, and 

(d) what was the motivating factor 

(Werland et al., 2003). 

❖However, these pertinent questions 

do not account for contributing 

circumstances related specifically 

to sexual orientation and gender 

minorities. 

❖Skerrett et al. (2016) found that the 

primary risk factors that contribute 

to LGBTQ+ suicide are (a) low 

self-esteem, (b) minimal support 

from friends and family during the 

coming out process, (c) internalized 

shame and homophobia, (d) 

dissatisfaction with body image, 

and (e) negative self-talk regarding 

gender and sexuality. 

❖ Identifying population specific risk 

factors as a component of the 

psychological autopsy process 

would increase accuracy of the 

findings by taking a closer view at 

the population being studied rather 

than treating each case individually. 

❖LGBTQ+ individuals were found 

to be more likely to experience 

distress leading to the use of lethal 

means as a coping mechanism. 

FORENSIC IMPLICATIONS 

❖ Forensic psychologists can utilize the      

findings of a psychological autopsy to 

not only understand the motivation 

behind the behavior but to also inform 

preventive measures that can be used to 

decrease suicide rates among LGBTQ+ 

individuals.
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