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Background: Death is oftelr met with fear, rooted in ttre unknovvn, and many cultures maintain belie{s in li{e alter
deatlL souls, and ghosts. These beliefs shaJre rituals to honor the depaded. However, unnatuial deaths requii'ing
autopsies can intensify challenges, especially in superstition-heary socielies. Even in Kerala, with its 100% literacy

rate, such betefs pelsist- This study examines public awareness, perceptions, and attitudes towa-rd medi.olegal
autopsics, €xploring how edusatior! superstitiorL and medicdl practices inteni.rt in shaping societai respooses.

Aim: To study the general public's awareness in Kerala regarding various asp€cts of medicolegal autopsies,
inctuding &e purpose, piocess, legal implications, and societal perceptions of such investigations.

Materieb end MetLod&'A crosE-sectional Fkrdy was conducted using face to fa{e intervie&,s and questiorulaire

that v/as carefully prepared and diskibuted randomly among the general public across different regiolls ot Kerala.

The responses from study population, were collected for analysis. The resp<rrses were thoroughly exarnined.

and eorrclusions were drawn based on the data gathered, providing irrsights into the public's awareness and

perceptions c{ medicolegal autoFsies in the state.

Results: The study coflducted in Kerala revealed fiat most laypeoph were awatle oI medicdegal autopsies,

with 92% dernoishating a good understanding. Howevet 6% partially accepted the procedure's feasibdity,

1.25% opposed it due to perconal or culhrral beliefs, and 0-75% were unfamiliar with the concept. Among those

opposing autopsies, 27% cited religious reasons, 18% feared disfigurement, and 37J considered it ethically wrong.
While basic awaren€ss exists, comprehensive knowledge about the purpose, legal implications, Frocedurcs, and

significalce of medicolegal autopsies is lirnited. Misconceptions or incomplete inJormation about when and why
alt€rpsies are conducted were ctnrwrmr, The findings hightight the need for educational initiafives to enhance

public understanding of the vital role of medicolegal autopsies in forensic and legal contexts.
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Conclusion: The study highlighS strong support for autopsies but reveals significant public Inowledge gaps.

Addr€Esing misconceptions tfuough education and collaboration can improve understanding and acc€ptance,

promotint inlormd consent for medical and legal purposes.

Kcyrryorda: awareness, autopsy, public opinion, healthcare system, attifude
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MedicoJegal autopsiG are vital in for€lsic
scie.nce, helping determine the cause of death

in suspicious. unnatural, or unexplained cases.

Conducted by (orensic experts, thes€ autopsies
provide cmcial evidence for legal inveshgatioru
and support both public health and medical
advancements. They are essential for establishing the
caus€ and mann€r of death (e.g., accidantal, natural,
suicidal, or homicidal) and can uncover hidden
medical conditions. diseases, or criminal activities,
such as poisoning or trauma13. An autopsy is also

crucial for exonerating wrongly accused individuals
in cases of sudden or suspicious natural deathsl{.
According to the World Health Organization (WHO),

medico-legal autopsies are critical for understanding
public health issues, ensuring accurate death records,
and aiding in policy formulationu.

In India, especially in Kerala, medico-iegal

autopBies play an important role in criminal
investigations, particularly in cases of unnatural
deaths. However, public awareness of autopsies
remains low, with misconceptions and cultural
reluctan e influencing the population's views.

Concems about body disfiguremerrt, organ theft,
and Umited understanding of legal processes often
discourage the public from supporting autopsy
procdures.

Ttds study focuses Gl mdastanding fte
perctptions of the gmeral public in K€rala particularly
thme with limited educatiol Through a suwey of 40
hrlividuals, t}le research aims bo uncov€r the public's

views or the importanc€ of autopsies, the concerns s
miscoff?tions thrxxL and ttre level of
awareness about legal and Focedural aspects. The

rcsults urill help identify knowledge gap6 and inform
public awareness campaigns, improving und€rstanding
and aeteptarrce o{ medico{egal autopsieE. These insighb
will assist forensic experts, heil*rcare professionals,

Iegal authorities, and policymakers in prornoting the

benefiE of autopsies as a key element of pubtc healdr,

iustice, and rnedical science.

A cross sectional study was designed to ass6s
the knowledge and perception of puhlic towards
medical legal autopsy. General public not belonging
to medica! and legal fields were selected with an age

more than 18 years. The questions were based on
previously published studies te'lol and modified in the
context of Kerala. The questionnaire was originally
prepared in English tanguage and was translated to
Malayalam lan6uage to collect the responses.

Study was conducted on 400 people whose
educational qualification were below 12e std. This
group was selected as the study aims at knowing
perception of lay people with littl€ exposure and

knowledge to these $'pe of rnedicolegal procedures.
lnformed coruient was taken from the pa icipants.
Sample size was selected based on statistical power,
significance level and expected effect size by doing
powen anatysis. Most of people needed assistance

to interpret and understand the questions. Their
answers were recorded with care and analysed. The

data was entered in MicrosoftrM Excel and analysis

done by Statistical Package for the Social Scimces

(SPSST ) version 16. Descriptive statistics nas used

to analyse the results-

Analysis and Results:

A targe majority, 92%, of the study population
expressed that they believe autopsies are essential for
understanding the caus€s of unnatural or unexpected

deaths, underlining the procedure's perceivd
importance frx public health and justice. Another 6 %

partially agreed with this view, showing sorne level

of support. However, 1.257. were opposed to autopsy

procedures, often due to personal or cultural beliefs,

and 0.75-"/, of participants were either unfamiliar
with the pror,:ess or chose not to share their opinion.
Among those who completely or partially opposed

autopsies, I people (27%) cited religious reasons, 18

were concerned about body, and
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A significant 94% of participants were unaware
that, besides conventional autopsies, other types such
as clinical, pathological, arld psychological autopsies

also exist. These terms were unfami-liar to them,
though 5% meationed having encountered them in
movies or other media, without understanding thet
meaning. Only 7% ol the study population showed
complete awareness of these alternative autopsy
procedures, highlighting a considerable gap in
public knowledge regarding forensic and medical
inYesti gati ons.

Although the maiority of respondents
acknowledged the importance of autopsy
procedures, 87.25% of the study population harbour
the misconception that autopsies will significantlv
mutilate or disfigure the body. A smaller portion,
8%, believe that while there may be some alterations,
the impact is not as extreme. Interestingly, a rare 2 %

even think that autopsies could improve the body's
appeirance, perhaps viewing the process as a form
of restoration rather than hatm. 2.75 percent of
individuals did not express an opinion or respond to
the question.

Among the study population, 9 percent strongly
believe that ortans can be illegally removed during
autopsy proc€duret potendally for purposes like
transplantation or sale. An additional 17 percent
hold partial concems about the possibility of illegal
organ removal. However, the maiority, at 70 percent,

do not share this belief and dismiss such concems.

Meanwhile, a small s€gment-4 percent - expressed

uncstainty, either unaware of such a possibility or
rcfraining-

A y 72% of respondens acturately understood
the term'negative autopsy' to meem a situation in
which the cause of death remains unlnown evm
after a thorough autopsy, induding pathological

studies, chemical examinations, and detailed
forensic lab tests. Another 8% partially agreed with
this definition, suggesting some familiarity but
uncertaintv. In contrast/ 6% completely disagreed

with this interpretatiorr, and their responses appeared
Iargely speculative or based on misunderstandings.
A significant portion mistakenly interpreted the term

to mean an incorrectly performed autopsy, while
others believed it relerred to an autopsy report that
had been reiected by the court. Overall, for 74% of the

study participan6 the term 'negative autopsy' r ,as

entirely unfamiliar, and their responses typically fell
under 'don t knora/ or 'no opinion' due to a lack of
awareness.

When surveyed about vrhether body pres€rvation
methods such as ennbalming could be performed on
bodies that had undergwre autopsy, responses vaied.
A total of 23% of respondents completely agreed

that embalming could be done, and 20% partially
agreed that it was possibh. In contrast, 6% believed
that embalming would not be feasible for autopsied
bodies. Notably, a majodty of 51% expressed

uncertainty, indicating they were unfamiliar with
the possibilities or limitations of embalming in such

cases."

Whel respondents were asked about the
maximum time{rarne within which an autopsy
should be conducted after death, a majority-S8% -
felt it should occur within 24 hours to ensuie accurate

results and avoid potential degradation of vital
torensic information. Another 30% believed a longer
period, up to one week, would still allow for effective
post-mortem analysis. Only 8% of participants felt
that there was no strict time limit, suggesting that an

autopsy could provide valuabte insighs even after a
prolonged period. It{eanwhile, 4% of those surveyed
were uncertain and did not offer an estimate for an

appropriate timeframe

According to the survey, 47% of participants
firmly believe that obtaining consent from a family
member or guardian is necessary to conduct ar.r

autopsy, and an additional 4% partially agree with
this view. However, oriy 24% of respondents were
aware that farnily consent is not legally requAed
in these cases. The rernaining 2504 of participan6
either had no }nor*'ledge o{ the requiement or held
no opinion on whether family or guardian consent

should be needed for autopsies.

Ten percent of respondents were completely
uraware that an autopsy repofr can be ob,tained by
submitting a written request from a close relative
of the dereased to the relevant authority or autopsy
surgeon. Only 35.2% of the study population was
certain that this provisi on exists and understood the
procedure, while lly agreed with
the idea, indica f the process
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Addidonally, 8% of participants either did not
respond to the question or indicated that they were
unsure about how to obtain an autopsy report. These

results highlight a significant gap in public awareness

about this important procedure for gaining access to
postrrofr€m examination reports.

Survey results revealed varied opinions on
the role of an autopsy report in murder cases. 79 of
rcspondents fully agreed that an autopsy report alone
is insufficient as evidence to clear or convict a suspect,

Table 1: Knowledge of respondents on medico-legal autopsy Variables- Frequency and Percentage

emphasizing that additional eviderrce is critical for a
fair judgment- Sixteen percent partially agreed, seeing

it as an important but not sole factor in decision-
making. In conhast, one percent of participants
viewed the autopsv report as the ultimate docum€nt
for legal convictiorl without need for oller evidmce.
Lastly, four percent o{ respondents were uruiure or
lacked suf6cie-nt knowledge to form an opinion

The results are tabulated in Table 1.

Responses Completely
aSree

Partially
aBr,ee

Completely
disagree

No Opiniony'

Donot know

Frequenry 368 5 3

1 Autopsy eamination of
human body is a neceseary

procedure in unnatural/
un€xpected d€aths Percentage 92 6 1.25 0.75

Recponsee Religious
factors

Poasibilities
of

tlisfiguration
of body

It i6
unethical

No Opiniony'

Donot know

Frequency E 18 c 0

If you dieagree with the
necessity of autop6y, state

the reasons

Percentage 27.58 62.06 10.u 0

Responses Completely
a8ree

Partially
agree

Completely
disagree

No Opiniony'

Donot know

Frequenry 4 2t) 0

Other than conventional
autopsy there are other
autopsy procedures
like dinical autopsn
pathological, peychological
autopsy.

Percentage 1 5 94 IJ

Responses Completely
atree

PatiaIIy
atrce

Completely
disagree,

cosmetica.lly
better

No Opinior/
Donot Lnotd

Frequency y9 32 1.1

I

Percentage 97 rq ,q 2.75

Reeponses Completely
atree

Partially
agree

Completely
disagree

No Opiniony'

Donot know

Frequenry 188 16 96 100

Conffnt of frmily/ gurdian
is ne<escary to perfqsr the
aut0pry.

Percentage 47 4 25

Responses Completely
aEree

PartiaIIy
a8ree

Completely
disagree

No Opinioa/
Donot know

Frcqucnq' 36 68 '15

6 The organs in dre body can

be illegally removed dudng
autopsy procedures for
kansplantation. Percertage 9 17 70 4

Responses Completely
agrce

PaltiaIIy
agtee

Comptetely
disagree

No Opinion/
Donot know

Frequenry 92 80 )L -.- 2tA

Body Precervation methods
like embalming cannot be

performed in autopsied
bodies. Percentage 23 20 6\Jry!9x.s1
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Continue

8 Apatt from autopsy
examination, pathological
study, chemical
eramination & forensic lab
report are also necessa4/ to
conclude the cause of deeth
in most of the cases.

Responses Completely
a8ree

158

Partially
a8ree

Completely
disagree

32

No Opinio{
Donot know

112Frequerrry 88

Percentage 22 28

Negative autopsy is
something in which cauae

of death is unknown even

after autopsyexamination,
pathological study,
chemical examination &
forensic laboratory tests.

R.esponses Completely
egree

Partially
agrce

Completely
disagree

No Opiniory'

Donot know

Frequency 4n 32 24 296

Percentage 12 6 74

10 The autopsy report can be
obtained by written request
of close relative of the
deceased to the concerned
authority/ police surgeon.

Responses Completely
aSree

Partially
agree

Completely
disagree

No Opiniony'

Donot Lnow

Frequency 176 t)t 40 32

38 10

1l Responses Complete\
aSree

Partially
aEre€

Completely
disagree

No Opiniony'

Donot know

Frequency 316 6t 4 16

Percertage 79 16 1 4

t2 The maximum timc within
which autopsy can bG

perfomred after death.

Reepoases Within 24

hourc
Within one

week
No time

limit
Do roa

Know

Frequenry 232 120 32 16

Percentage 5u 30 8 4

18

16

14
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Figure 1

Diecussion

In spite of its Eignificant legal benefits and role
in health care systems, autopsy rates have been

fluctuating in Kerala, The reasons for this include a

decreasing interest from families of the deceased, as

well as from hospital and accJod itarrs

Clarity about the portant, as is

9
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Percerltage 8

Autopsy report is not
an ultimate document/
evidence in acquitting
criminal charges in murder
ca6es.
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reassurance that families need not worry ahut
negative consequences for surviving members.

We found that most people rlid not have adequate

lnowledge about autopsies and lnd never counselled
anyone on the topic. In this study, the primary reason

cited for refirsing consent for autopsy was concem

over the mutilation of the body. Religious beliefs and

superstrtrons played a minor role, while fear of organ

theft was another significant concem.

The proportion of participants in this study
who refused consent due to concerns about body
mutilation is similar to findings from a study in
Zambia6. Parents/guardiars of 891 of 1181 children
(75.4%) refused to give permission, and 2% (24.604)

corurented. Of those who refused, 43% did so on
the grounds that it would be a "waste of time," as

the diagrosis should have been made in life and
the findings would now be of no benefit to them.
More than one quarter of those who refused did so

because a death certificate had already been issued

and arrangements to transport the body had been

made and could not be delayed. Traditional belie{s

that ancestral spirits forbade the mutilation of
dead bodies were cited W 77 (8.6%). Other reasons

included the child not being their own or tlat they
must seek permission from other family members
who were not available {6%). Religious beliefs were

not a maior cause of refusal6. Studies with relativm
of the deceased in Nepale and Swedens also found
similar sentiments, suggresting that such concems

about autopsies are shared across cultures and races.

Furthermore, it is often the lanrerson's perception of
the autoPsy procces that eonEibutrs to reluctanct.

Involving the patient's dose relatives in autopsy
procedures improves the transparenry of the same

enabling a better acceptanc€ of the same. This may

bring a change in peoplds percepion towards the

concept of autopsy.

Sociorultural and religious taboos around
autopsies could be gradually reduced through
educational programs and campaigns that raise public
awareness about the value of autopsies. Religious

objections to autopsies, often st€mming from beliefs
like the deceased needing to be buried within 24

hours as a mark o{ respect, influence relatives'

decisions. Higher levels of education wer€ associated

with increased acepfarrce of autopsies. Education

may mitigate the influence of religion on attitudes
tou/ard autopsi,es, as s€m in the higher proportion
of doctors who, despite their religious backgrounds,

were willing to consent to autopsies on themselves

compared to relatives of deceased patients.

Engagement and active involvement with
religious community leaders may also help raise

awareness about the public health value of autopsies
t}rough better counselling. This could encourage

family members to permit a medico-legal autopsy
when a death occurs within thet community.
Additionally, the experience and opinions of relatives
could assist an autopsy surgeon in managing medico-

legal cases more effectively.

However, significant knowledge gaps emerged

in understanding autopsy types and practices.

Nearly all participants (94%) were unaware t}lat
altematives to conventional autopsies, such as

clinical, pathological, and psychological autopsies,

exist. Only 5% had encountered these terms in media
but did not fully understand them, and just 1%

showed complete awareness of these options. This

suggests an overall lack of tcrowledge regarding
forersic processes. Misconceptions about the impact
of autopsies on the body are common, with 87.25%

of respondents believing autopsies cause significant
disfigurement. Meanwhile, 8% thought the impact
was moderate, and an unusual 3% everl viewed
autopsies as potentially enhancing appearance,

perhaps perceiving the process as restorative-

Respondens' views varied on whether bodies
could be embalmed after autopsies. While 23%

agreed embalming was possible, and 20% partially
agred, 5% felt it was not feasible. The majority
(51%) expressed unc€rfainty, highliEhting lilnited
understanding of preservation options atter a'Jtopsy

procedures.

Regarding timin& a significant 5E% believed

autopsies should be performed within 24 hours of
death to prevent the loss of vital forensic in{ormation,
while 30% felt that a hmeframe of up to a week would
still yield effective results. A smaller portion (8%) saw
no sFict time limit, believing autopsies could still be

usefirl after extended periods.

There ble confusion about
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The study reveals a strong, widespread support
for autopsic; howevet, it also highlights sigrrificant
gaps in the public's understanding of the procedure.

Many individuals lack awareness of key aspects,

such as the purpose and process of autopsies,

consent requirements, maximum time limit and the
Iegal framework governing these procedures. The

m4or limitations of this studv include the difficult_v
many participants faced in fully understanding the
questiofts, often requiring additional explanations.
This challenge iikely stemmed from their unfamiliarity
with the terminologies used. Addressing this issue

in future research could involve simplifying the
language ot providing clearer definitions to ensur.e

comprehension. Addressing these misconceptions
and knowledge gaps is essential to improve public
perceptions. By inrplementing comprehensive
awareness campaigns and educational efforts,
particularly tfuough coliaboration between clinicians,
forensic experts, and law enforcement, public
understanding can be enhanced. Such efforE would
help dispel fear and apprehension surrounding
autopsiet leading to greater acceptance. The study
may be expanded signficantly by incorporating
specific prol-essional groups or cultural communitis,
thereby aJJowing a more comprehensive inquiry into
diverse perspectives, fostering deeper understanding,
and exploring broader intellectual and practical
horizons. With the right apFoach, these effofis could
foster a societal perspective that views autopsies as

routine, valuable procedure, ultimately encouraging
more people to consent to them ior the benefit of
medical and legal irsights.

There is no extemal funding source or conflict of
interest in this study.
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