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Abstract

Objectives: There are currently no baseline data regarding the amount and types of

case reports produced by forensic anthropologists. This research fills that gap by pro-

viding data on caseloads of practicing forensic anthropologists and identifying vari-

ables that may contribute to amount and type of casework.

Materials and methods: A survey was distributed to practicing forensic anthropolo-

gists (n = 364) to explore number of case reports written and possible influential fac-

tors. Questions included demographic information, employment type, institution

where master's degree or PhD were obtained, type of reports written, professional

organization membership, certification, graduate research focus, among others. Data

were analyzed using summary statistics, a random forest model, network analysis,

and structural equation modeling.

Results: The mean number of sole-authored skeletal analysis reports per year was

12.33 and field recovery reports was 2 per year. Statistical analyses identified several

variables influencing case loads which included: number of fieldwork reports per

year, current employment, total number of cases analyzed, age, publication record,

and institution of doctoral degree. Network analyses revealed that individuals in aca-

demic settings tended to have a bioarchaeological research focus from their graduate

work, whereas those in an applied setting had a focus on forensic anthropology. Fur-

ther, degree institution influenced employment type.

Discussion/conclusions: These data address expectations for the number of cases

analyzed by a forensic anthropologist per year and set a baseline for expectations

and performance. Based on these results, we suggest that forensic anthropology is

underutilized in the medicolegal death investigation system and more forensic

anthropologists should be employed within Medical Examiner/Coroner's Offices.
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1 | INTRODUCTION

Forensic anthropology as a discipline largely arose from a need to pro-

vide answers regarding questioned skeletal material in the medicolegal

death investigation system (Klepinger, 2006; Stewart, 1979). Due to

the legal nature of this work, the results of such analyses are typically

presented in the form of reports which themselves serve as the basis

for any possible testimony (Bunch & Stoppacher, 2015; National

Association of Medical Examiners, 2018; National Research Council,

2009; Passalacqua & Pilloud, 2018; SWGAnth, 2010; Zephro &

Galloway, 2019). Presently there are no widely accepted best practice

recommendations (i.e., guidelines) or standards for forensic anthropol-

ogy reports, or for most aspects of forensic anthropological practice

(Passalacqua & Pilloud, 2021). The American Academy of Forensic

Sciences Standards Board is an ANSI-accredited Standards Develop-

ing Organization (SDO) that is developing consensus-based forensic
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standards in conjunction with the NIST Organization for Scientific

Area Committees (OSAC) for forensic sciences, and is considering

developing a standard on report writing; however, this standard has

not yet been published. Although, there are some guidelines on what

reports should contain (e.g., Jantz, 2017; Passalacqua & Pilloud, 2018;

SWGAnth, 2012; Zephro & Galloway, 2019). This lack of standardiza-

tion may in part arise from the diversity of forensic anthropological

employment and practice as forensic anthropologists work in diverse

contexts (Tersigni-Tarrant & Shirley, 2013). Some individuals are

employed full time in applied positions at medical examiner/coroner

(ME/C) offices or at the Defense POW/MIA Accounting Agency

(DPAA), while others are employed full time at academic institutions

and consult on casework on a contractual or volunteer basis.

Interestingly, regardless of employment, there are no baseline

data available concerning the amount or types of cases analyzed by

forensic anthropologists. Without such data, there is no way to know

if an individual is performing an unreasonably large amount of case-

work (i.e., being exploited by their employer), or if someone may be

misrepresenting the amount of casework they perform (i.e., they

report an amount of casework that is well beyond the norm and are

therefore misrepresenting themselves, which is an ethical violation).

Nor is it possible to demonstrate the utility or need for additional

forensic anthropology staff in an organization. While some casework

data are reported to the American Board of Forensic Anthropology

(ABFA) by ABFA-certified diplomates as part of their re-certification,

this information is confidential and unavailable for research purposes.

To investigate casework in forensic anthropology, a survey was

distributed to practicing forensic anthropologists that asked a series

of questions about qualifications and casework, among other things.

We have previously reported on the survey responses regarding quali-

fications (Passalacqua & Pilloud, 2020). The present project examines

the average amount and types of casework performed by forensic

anthropologists, as well as the factors that have the greatest impact

on number of cases analyzed.

2 | MATERIALS AND METHODS

Data compiled here are from a digital survey that consisted of

96 questions concerning forensic anthropologists' backgrounds, quali-

fications, and casework experience (summarized in Passalacqua &

Pilloud, 2020). The survey was reviewed and approved by the Internal

Review Boards (IRB) of the authors' institutions (Western Carolina

University and University of Nevada, Reno). It was then distributed on

a number of biological and forensic anthropology listservs and to the

members of various professional organizations. Participation was open

to any individual aged 18 years or older. As this survey was designed

to be completed by practicing forensic anthropologists, the first ques-

tion was: “Have you ever assisted with, or sole analyzed a forensic

anthropology case? Or do you consider yourself qualified to perform

forensic anthropological casework?” If respondents answered “yes”
they entered the rest of the survey, if they responded “no” they were

exited from the survey. Note that the data presented here only reflect

individuals who reported having worked on forensic anthropological

casework and excludes the individuals who had reported not working

on casework, but considered themselves qualified anyway. The survey

reached a global audience; however, the distribution of the survey

was primarily through U.S.-based associations, which did bias the sur-

vey towards U.S. respondents. Approximately 75% of respondents

practiced forensic anthropology within the U.S.

Survey responses were collected between 26 March and

12 November 2018. There were a total of 364 respondents who

answered at least one of the survey questions. The survey did not

require respondents to answer all questions; thus, sample sizes vary

by question. A list of the questions in the survey analyzed are pro-

vided in Table 1. For the analysis, we also computed two additional

variables to include the Carnegie Classification of institutions where

individuals received their master's and doctoral degrees. The data that

support this study are not available to further protect the anonymity

of respondents.

All data were analyzed and visualized using Excel and the R statis-

tical computing environment (R Core Team, 2019). In addition to sum-

mary statistics, we investigated the variables that had the greatest

effect on number of forensic anthropology case reports authored. A

Random Forest Model (RFM) was constructed using the R package

randomForest (Liaw & Wiener, 2002), and variables having the

greatest impact on the average number of forensic anthropology

reports written were identified by variable importance based on resid-

ual sum of squares. Subsequently, networks were generated to graph

the role of employment type, focus of degree, and university attended

on the amount of casework being performed. Modularity classes were

computed in Gephi using the Louvain method (Blondel et al., 2008).

Finally, a path model based on structural equation modeling (SEM)

was created in the R package lavaan (Rosseel, 2012) to identify the

questions in the survey (i.e., variables) that most influenced the

amount of casework being performed by respondents. The authors

report no conflicts of interest.

3 | RESULTS

Table 2 provides an overview of the employment type of the respon-

dents at the time of the survey. The majority of respondents were

tenure-track anthropology faculty, followed by “other,” and then stu-

dents. Table 3 shows the area of study of respondents for their termi-

nal degree. Most respondents indicated forensic anthropology as the

focus of study, followed by bioarchaeology. Figure 1 illustrates the

age of respondents. It is clear that the data are skewed to the left,

with most respondents being in their 30s.

Overall, the survey found that the mean number of sole-authored

human skeletal forensic anthropology case reports authored per

year was 12.33 (median = 3, SD = 20.91, n = 169). The histogram

(Figure 2) illustrates how these results follow a power-law distribution

with most respondents producing a few reports per year, and a few

producing high numbers of reports per year. Sixty respondents indi-

cated that they author zero reports per year, while two respondents

2 PILLOUD ET AL.



TABLE 1 Questions in the survey analyzed in this study

Q# Question Type of response

1 What is your gender? – Selected choice Selected choice

2 What is your gender? – Other: – Text Free text

3 What is your age in years? Free text

4 What is your primary current employment status? – Selected choice Selected choice

5 What is your primary current employment status? – Other: – Text Free text

6 Approximately how many years have you been assisting with and/or supervising forensic anthropology

casework total?

Free text

7 Approximately how long have you been sole-authoring forensic anthropology case reports? Free text

8 Approximately how many forensic anthropology-specific publications have you authored in peer

reviewed journals?

Free text

9 Approximately how many forensic anthropology-specific publications have you authored in edited

volumes?

Free text

10 Are you a member of the Anthropology Section of the American Academy of Forensic Sciences

(AAFS)?

Free text

11 What is your membership level in the AAFS? Free text

12 If eligible, are you currently certified by the American Board of Forensic Anthropology? Free text

13 Have you completed a master's degree in, or related to, anthropology? Free text

14 Have you completed a doctoral degree in, or related to, anthropology? Free text

15 What institution did you earn your master's degree from? Free text

16 What was the general focus of your master's thesis? – Selected choice Selected choice

17 What was the general focus of your master's thesis? – Other: – Text Free text

18 In what year did you complete your doctoral degree? Free text

19 What institution did you earn your doctoral degree from? Free text

20 What was the general focus of your doctoral dissertation? – Selected choice Selected choice

21 What was the general focus of your doctoral dissertation? – Other: – Text Free text

22 Please estimate the total number of forensic anthropology cases you have worked on (in any capacity,

as an assistant or analyst):

Free text

23 Please estimate the number of fieldwork (i.e., search and/or recovery) cases you have participated in (in

any capacity, as an assistant or analyst):

Free text

24 Approximately, how many fieldwork-only reports do you author per year? Free text

25 Approximately, how many reports per year do you author that include both a field and laboratory

component?

Free text

26 Please estimate the total number of forensic anthropology reports you have sole-authored, or been the

senior author on:

Free text

27 Approximately how many human skeletal forensic anthropology case reports you do sole-author per

year?

Free text

28 Generally, how many of the following types of reports do you author per year? – Only determining

medicolegal significance? (e.g., human vs. non-human)?

Free text

29 Generally, how many of the following types of reports do you author per year? – Only generating a

biological profile?

Free text

30 Generally, how many of the following types of reports do you author per year? – Only trauma analysis? Free text

31 Generally, how many of the following types of reports do you author per year? – Only radiographic

comparisons?

Free text

32 Generally, how many of the following types of reports do you author per year? – Only estimating the

postmortem interval?

Free text

33 Generally, how many of the following types of reports do you author per year? – Complete skeletal

analysis (including: biological profile, trauma analysis, identification, and/or PMI estimation as

needed)

Free text

34 Approximately how many human skeletal forensic anthropology case reports do you assist with per

year, that you were not the sole, or senior author on?

Free text

(Continues)
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indicated that they sole-authored 100 reports per year, which was the

maximum answer given. Total reports written in one's career was a

mean of 197 (median = 35, SD = 69.18, n = 179), with one respon-

dent estimating they have worked on 12,000 cases in their career.

When dividing total human remains reports written in a career by

reported total years of practice, forensic anthropologists averaged

22 reports per year (median = 8, SD = 63.7, n = 125). A correlation

between years in practice and the total number of reports, yielded a

Pearson correlation coefficient (r = 0.179) showing little correlation,

which is also reflective of the large standard deviation found in divid-

ing years in practice by total number of reports. Forensic

anthropologists reported writing on average two field recovery

(i.e., forensic archaeology) reports per year (median = 0, SD = 4.8, n

= 166).

To identify which variables had the greatest impact on the

average number of forensic anthropology reports per year, a RFM

was run. The RFM found these variables to be the most impor-

tant (in descending order): number of fieldwork reports per year;

primary current employment status; total number of cases ana-

lyzed; institution of doctoral degree; number of reports that

include both field and laboratory components; and number of

fieldwork cases in which you have participated (in any capacity)

(Figure 3). Modularity class as determined from the network eval-

uating University attending and caseload was included as a vari-

able in the RFM.

There were clear divisions between applied and academic posi-

tions. The greatest number of forensic anthropology reports were

TABLE 1 (Continued)

Q# Question Type of response

35 Are the forensic anthropology reports you author, peer reviewed? Selected choice

36 Approximately, how many times have you testified as an expert witness in forensic anthropology? Free text

37 Do you currently work, or have you ever worked, in a forensic-based accredited institution? Free text

TABLE 2 Summary of respondents by employment type

Employment type n

Anatomy faculty 12

Anthropology faculty (non-tenure track) 14

Anthropology faculty (tenure-track) 40

Contract anthropologist at the DPAA 5

Employed outside of anthropology 7

Forensic anthropologist at Coroner/ME office 19

GS anthropologist at the DPAA 6

Non-forensic anthropology position at Coroner/ME office 5

Postdoctoral position (academic) 5

Postdoctoral position (applied) 1

Retired 5

Student 25

Unemployed 2

Other faculty 7

Other 30

Total 183

TABLE 3 Field of study of respondents

Field of study n

Bioarchaeology 49

Biological anthropology 10

Evolutionary Anthropology/Paleoanthropology 3

Forensic Anthropology 75

Human biology 9

Molecular anthropology 7

Other 2

Total 155

F IGURE 1 Histogram of age in years of respondents

F IGURE 2 Histogram of reports written per year
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written by individuals employed at the DPAA. At the DPAA, anthro-

pologists can have two employment types, as a government employee

for the Department of Defense (i.e., GS employee) or as a contractor

with SNA International. The results for employment types and number

of reports written per year are shown in Table 4, and only showing

those employment types with sufficient data available. An analysis of

variance of these data revealed significant differences between

employment types and total number of reports written per year (F9 =

11.70, p < 0.001).

Respondents were asked to provide information on the type of

reports they write per year, which included: medicolegal significance,

only biological profile, only trauma analysis, only radiographic compar-

ison, only postmortem interval, or complete skeletal analysis. When

considering report types together, the most common were medicole-

gal significance (34.5%); complete skeletal analysis (30.8%); trauma

analysis (13.4%); biological profile (10.2%); radiographic comparison

(8.4%); and postmortem interval estimation (2.7%).

For institution of doctoral degree, individuals from the University

of Tennessee, Knoxville had the greatest number of cases, followed in

descending order by the University of Florida, The Ohio State Univer-

sity, and Michigan State University. While certification by the Ameri-

can Board of Forensic Anthropology (ABFA) was not a factor in the

RFM, ABFA-Diplomates had much larger numbers of case reports

overall (ABFA mean total case reports = 678.74; non-ABFA mean

total case reports = 114.24); however, when examined by annual

number of reports, ABFA-Diplomates did not have significantly

greater caseloads (ABFA annual reports = 18.88; non-ABFA annual

reports = 16.07).

Two different networks were generated, one showing the num-

ber of forensic anthropology reports by current employment and topic

for terminal degree research (i.e., thesis for individuals with a terminal

master's degree, or dissertation for individuals with a doctoral

degree—see Table 3). The other network examined the number of

forensic anthropology reports authored by terminal degree institution.

For the network examining current employment status and degree

focus (Figure 4), there are relatively large separations between forensic

anthropologists working in academic versus applied positions. Aca-

demic positions are more closely related to terminal degree research

focused on bioarchaeological topics, while individuals in applied posi-

tions, particularly those employed by the DPAA were more closely

related to terminal degree research focused on forensic anthropologi-

cal topics. This finding could represent the relatively large number of

terminal master's students employed by the DPAA, who likely got their

degrees from programs focused on forensic anthropology.

For the network examining the number of forensic anthropology

reports authored by terminal degree institution (Figure 5), the University

of Tennessee, Knoxville had the largest amount of graduates who were

also authoring the greatest numbers of forensic anthropology reports.

The University of Tennessee, Knoxville was followed (in descending

order) by the University of Florida; Mercyhurst University; The Ohio

State University; Louisiana State University; California State University,

Chico; and Michigan State University. This plot also demonstrates ties

between multiple programs when respondents attended different grad-

uate schools for their master's degree and PhD.

F IGURE 3 Random Forest importance plot. The question number
(Q#) is provided in Table 1. Variable X.1 is Carnegie classification of
master's degree institution and X.2 is Carnegie class of PhD
institution. The MC is the modularity class from the university
caseload network

TABLE 4 Number of sole-authored
reports written per year by
employment type

Employment type Mean Median Mode St dev Min Max

Anatomy faculty 5.9 5.5 0 5.88 0 15

Anthropology faculty (nontenure) 8.18 3 0 9.5 0 25

Anthropology faculty (tenure) 7.69 3 0 17.99 0 100

Contract DPAA 32.4 30 NA 30.88 1 75

C/MEO 23.72 20 10 19.7 0 80

GS DPAA 20 17.5 NA 18.17 0 50

Post-doc (academic) 1.67 0 0 3.2 0 8

Retired 7.2 1 0 9.58 0 20

Student 2 0 0 7.04 0 35

Other faculty 19.8 12 0 23.41 0 50
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The structural equation model generated, showed that the num-

ber of fieldwork-only reports (Figure 6, F4, coeff = 0.46) had the larg-

est influence on annual case load, which was similar to the RFM.

Unsurprisingly, the total number of reports produced (Figure 6, F2,

coeff = 0.40) also had a high level of influence on annual case load.

The number of field and case reports written (Figure 6, F5, coeff =

0.27) had the next highest influence on case load, while the number

of all other reports (including assisting with non-sole authored reports,

field and case reports, and fieldwork in any capacity, F7, coeff = 0.26)

had a similar influence. The influence of factor seven was mediated

through factor four (fieldwork only reports) suggesting that individuals

who did fieldwork in any capacity were also writing fieldwork only

reports. Factor seven was also mediated through field and case

reports, likely because factors five and seven were both heavily

loaded with this question. The two least important factors (F1, F3,

coeff <0.12) represented career stage and academic publication

record. The relative independence of case load from academic publi-

cation record suggests there are not tradeoffs between report writing

and case load, which would yield a strongly negative coefficient –

respondents with a high case load are also writing peer-reviewed aca-

demic publications.

Of note, testifying was rare in this sample, with forensic anthro-

pologists averaging three instances of providing expert witness testi-

mony during their entire career (median = 0, SD = 8.6, n = 178). One

hundred respondents had never testified at all, 48 had testified

between one and three times, 13 reported testifying between four

and 10 times, eight testified between 15 and 30 times, and four

respondents indicated they had testified 50 times, which was the

maximum response.

4 | DISCUSSION

Overall, the number of reports varied by employment type, with fac-

ulty writing on average between five and seven reports per year,

those employed at the DPAA and in ME/C authored 32 and 23 per

year, respectively (see Table 4). While not captured in this survey,

forensic anthropologists at the Harris County Institute of Forensic Sci-

ences have stated that they author an average of 150 reports per year

and that caseloads have increased by �25% over the last 5 years

(Christian Crowder Pers. Com. Feb 2021). Additionally, while the most

common report type authored by forensic anthropologists was foren-

sic significance, others have commented that their specific office gen-

erates more identification reports (�80% of all reports) than any other

type (Jered Cornelison Pers. Com. Feb 2021). That is this office gener-

ates reports that establish a positive/scientific identification. We did

not specifically ask in the survey about such reports, but we did ask

about radiographic comparisons (8.4% of reports written), which is

one type of identification report. The point being that there is much

variation in the practice of forensic anthropology, even between full-

time forensic anthropologists employed at ME/C offices.

It is to be expected that forensic anthropologists in academic set-

tings would write fewer reports than those employed full-time as

forensic anthropologists. These academics are performing this work in

F IGURE 4 Tripartite network of
career, focus of degree, and caseload.
Orange nodes represent career
status, green nodes represent degree
focus and white to purple nodes
represent respondents colored by
their annual caseload, with darker
purple representing higher caseload
for each individual. Career and

degree focus nodes are sized based
on the number of respondents
affiliating with those career
parameters
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addition to an already full workload of teaching, scholarship, and ser-

vice. We did not ask if academics received credit for this work as part

of their role in their universities, and there is great variation in the

value that academic administrations and departments place on this

type of work (Passalacqua, Mulholland, et al., 2021). Therefore, there

may be roadblocks and/or deterrents preventing academics from pur-

suing this type of work outside the scope of their academic responsi-

bilities (e.g., lack of time, lack of laboratory support, and lack of

academic credit for this work). However, we argue that this type of

work should be valued by universities as an important service to the

community, advanced training for students, and that it presents the

opportunity for collaboration and research with the medicolegal

community.

A network analysis showed that individuals with research foci on

bioarchaeology were more often employed in academic settings, per-

forming casework as consultants. Whereas, individuals with research

foci on forensic anthropology were more likely employed in an applied

setting and were performing slightly more casework (see Figure 4).

These results are interesting in light of recent research (Passalacqua,

Mulholland, et al., 2021), which illustrated that individuals with back-

grounds in bioarchaeology were more likely to be employed in aca-

demic positions that expressed interest in hiring a forensic

anthropologist.

Another network analysis showed the relationship of University

attended with casework (see Figure 5). This network showed that only

a handful of schools were producing practicing forensic anthropolo-

gists. These are University of Tennessee, Knoxville; University of Flor-

ida; Mercyhurst University; The Ohio State University; California

State University, Chico, Michigan State University; and Louisiana

State University. This finding merits additional attention as we criti-

cally reflect on diversity within the discipline. A reliance on a small

number of programs to produce practicing forensic anthropologists

may homogenize the discipline and overly canonize the individuals

teaching at these institutions (Kawa et al., 2019). It could also serve to

privilege certain methods and perspectives and could function as a

form of gatekeeping. However, this may also reflect a wider

F IGURE 5 Bipartite network of degree institution and number of case reports. Orange nodes represent degree institution (nodes were
labeled with institution if more than five respondents attended the institution, or if it was linked to an individual in the 80th percentile of

caseloads), with the size of each node representing the number of respondents that attended each institution. The white to purple nodes
represent individual respondents colored by their annual caseload, with darker purple representing higher caseload for each individual. Edges
represent attendance by a respondent to an institution for graduate education
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disciplinary reluctance to hire forensic anthropologists at larger doc-

toral degree generating anthropology programs, limiting the available

options for doctoral-level forensic anthropologists (Passalacqua,

Mulholland, et al., 2021). During the hiring process, managers should

prioritize training and experience over university attended to ensure

diverse perspectives within the laboratory. As these data may suggest

that graduates from certain universities may receive preferential treat-

ment; a likely result of prestige bias (Morgan et al., 2018; Skinner,

2020). However, further work is needed to explore the impacts of

only a handful of universities producing the majority of practicing

forensic anthropologists.

Combined with the recent work of Passalacqua, Mulholland, et al.

(2021) as well as the findings here that individuals with backgrounds

in bioarchaeology were more likely to be hired as forensic anthropolo-

gists in academic settings; there is evidence of a possible systemic

problem in forensic anthropology pedagogy, at least in part generated

by the greater anthropological discipline. That is, only a few academic

institutions produce practicing forensic anthropologists, and individ-

uals with backgrounds in bioarchaeology (rather than forensic anthro-

pology) are being hired into positions to train future generations of

forensic anthropologists. While we recognize that bioarchaeology and

forensic anthropology are similar areas of inquiry, being competent in

one subdiscipline does not translate to competency in the other

(Passalacqua, Pilloud, et al., 2021). It is important that training in the

application of forensic anthropology is provided by individuals with

demonstrated competency in the discipline, and that those without

such competencies do not misrepresent themselves as capable to per-

form such work (Passalacqua, Mulholland, et al., 2021).

The survey did not capture data regarding the number of forensic

anthropology reports peer reviewed per year, but based on anecdotal

conversations with those employed at larger applied forensic anthro-

pology laboratories, we might anticipate that forensic anthropologists

peer review an additional 20 reports per year or so. Passalacqua and

Pilloud (2020) found that the majority of forensic anthropologists have

their reports peer reviewed (Hartnett-McCann et al., 2019). Peer

review of professional reports is considered best practice and peer

review generally, has been demonstrated to improve manuscript quality

(Benos et al., 2007; Berkenkotter, 1995; Cicchetti, 1997; Passalacqua &

Pilloud, 2018; Passalacqua & Pilloud, 2020; Rennie, 2003; Smith, 1997).

In our sample, nearly 56% of respondents had never testified.

Some of these results may be related to the age in years of the

respondents (see Figure 1) who may have not yet had the opportunity

to testify. Although, these results are in line with another study that

specifically examined expert witness testimony by forensic anthropol-

ogists. Murray and Anderson (2007) found in a survey of 118 individ-

uals that �53% had testified, and of those 81% had testified fewer

than 10 times. However, for both casework and testifying, there is a

large amount of variability between practitioners.

Part of the NAME accreditation process for ME/C offices is that

the office must have “access to forensic anthropology” (National

Association of Medical Examiners, 2018, p. 7) and to be “affiliated
with a forensic anthropologist certified by the American Board of

Forensic Anthropology” (National Association of Medical Examiners,

2018, p. 30). Unfortunately, this does not mean that they must

employ a forensic anthropologist, nor does it mean that they must

consult with a forensic anthropologist in cases that would benefit

from such analyses. The relatively low numbers of forensic anthropol-

ogy reports of practitioners outside of ME/C offices and outside of

the DPAA and the lack of full-time employed forensic anthropologists

overall suggests forensic anthropologists are under-utilized in the

death investigation system, especially considering �500,000 deaths

are investigated in the United States each year (National Science and

Technology Council, 2016). Obenson (2014) argued that there should

be a forensic anthropologist in every jurisdiction conducting death

investigations; however, this is not the current practice. As such,

forensic anthropologists must be greater advocates for our profession

and our contributions to death investigations (Christensen et al.,

2015). While data on forensic anthropology jurisdictions are not avail-

able, a rough calculation based on the populations served by ME/C

offices with one or more forensic anthropologists (e.g., Harris County

Institute of Forensic Sciences and the New York Office of Chief Medi-

cal Examiner) suggests that in such jurisdictions there is one forensic

anthropologist employed for every 1,836,908 people (median =

1,661,743; SD = 1,320,336). While these data demonstrate the large

variation in use of forensic anthropology (based on the large standard

deviation), we could extrapolate this to suggest that ME/C offices

should be employing at least one forensic anthropologist for every

2,000,000 people that office serves. Even using these very rough esti-

mates, with the current population of the United States at �328 mil-

lion, there would need to be 164 full-time forensic anthropology

positions at ME/C offices to meet current demands of forensic

anthropology casework.

Unfortunately, the entire system of medicolegal death investiga-

tions is underfunded and understaffed (Hanzlick & Boden, 2014;

National Research Council, 2009; Pyrek, 2010). For example, to be

accredited by The National Association of Medical Examiners (NAME)

the maximum recommended number of autopsies for a single forensic

F IGURE 6 Structural equation model (SEM) of seven factors
influencing case load defined as annual number of reports. This model
has a high probability of explaining the underlying processes based on
chi-square goodness of fit (X2 = 0.50, P = 0.99). Factor analysis of
continuous results from survey questions yielded seven composite
factors factors. The highest loading variables for each factor follow.
F1: Career stage (questions 3, 6, 7, and 18); F2: Total number of
reports produced (questions 22 and 26); F3: Publication record
(questions 5 and 9); F4: Fieldwork only reports (question 27); F5: Field
and case reports (question 25); F7: Other reports. Factor six was not
important to explaining case load and was omitted. Arrow width is
weighted to coefficient magnitude and black arrows show the
direction of influence from one variable to another
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pathologist is 250 per year (National Association of Medical

Examiners, 2016, p. 10). The Scientific Working Group for Medicole-

gal Death Investigation (SWGDMI) states that �10% of all deaths

need investigating, thus there should be at least one forensic patholo-

gist available for every 250,000 persons in a jurisdiction (SWGMDI,

2013, p. 3). According to this standard, only four of 24 possible state

medical examiner offices had adequate numbers of forensic patholo-

gists (Gill, 2014).

5 | CONCLUSIONS

This study has provided baseline data for the number of reports

written by forensic anthropologists, as well as the relation between

caseloads and focus of research in graduate school, type of employ-

ment, and University attended for graduate studies. Overall, academic

forensic anthropologists write few reports, while those in applied set-

tings tend to write more reports. These individuals are also more likely

to have had forensic anthropology as a focus in graduate school and

to have attended one of only a handful of schools in the United States

for their graduate education.

These data address expectations for the number of cases ana-

lyzed by a forensic anthropologist per year, and set a baseline for

expectations and performance. Finally, we argue that forensic anthro-

pology as a whole is underutilized in the medicolegal death investiga-

tion system and that many more ME/C Offices should employ full-

time forensic anthropologists (Christensen et al., 2015). As a disci-

pline, we need to highlight the value of forensic anthropological ana-

lyses and advocate for the increased staffing of forensic

anthropologists in full-time positions within the medicolegal system.

AUTHOR CONTRIBUTIONS

Marin A. Pilloud: Conceptualization (equal); data curation (equal);

formal analysis (equal); investigation (equal); methodology (equal);

visualization (equal); writing – review and editing (equal). Nicholas V.

Passalacqua: Conceptualization (equal); data curation (equal); formal

analysis (equal); investigation (equal); methodology (equal); visualiza-

tion (equal); writing – review and editing (equal). Casey S. Philbin:

Data curation (equal); formal analysis (equal); writing – review and

editing (equal).

DATA AVAILABILITY STATEMENT

The data that support this study are not available to further protect

the anonymity of respondents.

ORCID

Marin A. Pilloud https://orcid.org/0000-0002-1704-3707

Nicholas V. Passalacqua https://orcid.org/0000-0003-1634-3844

Casey S. Philbin https://orcid.org/0000-0001-9782-5356

REFERENCES

Benos, D. J., Bashari, E., Chaves, J. M., Gaggar, A., Kapoor, N.,

LaFrance, M., Mans, R., Mayhew, D., McGowan, S., & Polter, A. (2007).

The ups and downs of peer review. Advances in Physiology Education,

31(2), 145–152.
Berkenkotter, C. (1995). The power and the perils of peer review. Rhetoric

Review, 13(2), 245–248.
Blondel, V. D., Guillaume, J.-L., Lambiotte, R., & Lefebvre, E. (2008). Fast

unfolding of communities in large networks. Journal of Statistical

Mechanics: Theory and Experiment, 2008(10), P10008.

Bunch, A. W., & Stoppacher, R. (2015). The forensic anthropology report: A

proposed format according to the National Association of Medical Exam-

iners Performance Standards.Medical Research Archives, 2(5), 1–10.
Christensen, A. M., Passalacqua, N. V., Schmunk, G. A., Fudenberg, J., Hartnett, K.,

Mitchell, R. A., Love, J. C., & Petaros, A. (2015). The value and availability of forensic

anthropological consultation in medicolegal death investigations. Forensic Science,

Medicine, and Pathology, 11(3), 438–441.
Cicchetti, D. V. (1997). Referees, editors, and publication practices:

Improving the reliability and usefulness of the peer review system.

Science and Engineering Ethics, 3(1), 51–62.
Gill, J. R. (2014). State medical examiner systems, 2013: Staffing, autop-

sies, strengths, limitations, and needs. Academic Forensic Pathology,

4(1), 24–31.
Hanzlick, R. L., & Boden, C. (2014). Perceived strengths, limitations, and

needs of death investigation systems in states that lack a state medical

examiner. Academic Forensic Pathology, 4(1), 32–40.
Hartnett-McCann, K., Fulginiti, L. C., Galloway, A., & Taylor, K. (2019). The

peer review process: Expectations and responsibilities. In L. C.

Fulginiti, K. Hartnett-McCann, & A. Galloway (Eds.), Forensic anthropol-

ogy and the United States judicial system (pp. 123–140). John Wiley &

Sons.

Jantz, L. M. (2017). Skeletal examination and documentation. In N. R. Lang-

ley & M. Tersigni-Tarrant (Eds.), Forensic anthropology: A comprehensive

introduction (pp. 125–140). CRC Press.

Kawa, N. C., Clavijo Michelangeli, J. A., Clark, J. L., Ginsberg, D., &

McCarty, C. (2019). The social network of US academic anthropology

and its inequalities. American Anthropologist, 121(1), 14–29.
Klepinger, L. L. (2006). Fundamentals of forensic anthropology. Wiley-Liss.

Liaw, A., & Wiener, M. (2002). Classification and regression by random for-

est. R News, 2, 18–22.
Morgan, A. C., Economou, D. J., Way, S. F., & Clauset, A. (2018). Prestige

drives epistemic inequality in the diffusion of scientific ideas. EPJ Data

Science, 7(1), 40.

Murray, E., & Anderson, B. (2007). Forensic anthropology in the court-

room: Trends in testimony. Proceedings of the Annual Meeting of the

American Academy of Forensic Sciences, p 322–333.
National Association of Medical Examiners. (2016). Forensic autopsy per-

formance standards. San Antonio, TX. https://www.thename.org/

assets/docs/2016%20NAME%20Forensic%20Autopsy%20Standards

%209-12-2016.pdf.

National Association of Medical Examiners. (2018). NAME inspection and

accreditation checklist autopsy facilities accreditation, second version.

https://www.thename.org/assets/docs/NAME%20Accreditation%

20Autopsy%20Facilities%20Checklist%202019%20-%202024%203-

18-2021.pdf.

National Research Council. (2009). Strengthening forensic science in the

United States: A path forward. National Academy Press.

National Science and Technology Council. (2016). Strengthening the

medicolegal-death-investigation stystem: Improving data systems.

Washington, D.C.

Obenson, K. (2014). In consideration of subspecialty training in forensic

anthropology for pathologists. Forensic Science, Medicine, and Pathol-

ogy, 10(1), 114–115.
Passalacqua, N. V., Mulholland, S., Pilloud, M. A., & Klales, A. R. (2021).

The value of forensic anthropology in undergraduate anthropology

programs. American Anthropologist, 123(3), 603–616.
Passalacqua, N. V., & Pilloud, M. A. (2018). Ethics and professionalism in

forensic anthropology. Academic Press.

PILLOUD ET AL. 9

https://orcid.org/0000-0002-1704-3707
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-1704-3707
https://orcid.org/0000-0003-1634-3844
https://orcid.org/0000-0003-1634-3844
https://orcid.org/0000-0001-9782-5356
https://orcid.org/0000-0001-9782-5356
https://www.thename.org/assets/docs/2016%20NAME%20Forensic%20Autopsy%20Standards%209-12-2016.pdf
https://www.thename.org/assets/docs/2016%20NAME%20Forensic%20Autopsy%20Standards%209-12-2016.pdf
https://www.thename.org/assets/docs/2016%20NAME%20Forensic%20Autopsy%20Standards%209-12-2016.pdf
https://www.thename.org/assets/docs/NAME%20Accreditation%20Autopsy%20Facilities%20Checklist%202019%20-%202024%203-18-2021.pdf
https://www.thename.org/assets/docs/NAME%20Accreditation%20Autopsy%20Facilities%20Checklist%202019%20-%202024%203-18-2021.pdf
https://www.thename.org/assets/docs/NAME%20Accreditation%20Autopsy%20Facilities%20Checklist%202019%20-%202024%203-18-2021.pdf


Passalacqua, N. V., & Pilloud, M. A. (2020). Education and training in foren-

sic anthropology. Forensic Anthropology, 3(3), 65–74.
Passalacqua, N. V., & Pilloud, M. A. (2021). The need to professionalize

forensic anthropology. European Journal of Anatomy, 25(S2), 35–47.
Passalacqua, N. V., Pilloud, M. A., & Congram, D. (2021). Forensic anthro-

pology as a discipline. Biology, 10(8), 691–708.
Pyrek, K. (2010). Forensic science under siege: The challenges of forensic

laboratories and the medico-legal investigation system. Academic Press.

R Core Team. (2019). R: A language and environment for statistical comput-

ing. R Foundation for Statistical Computing. http://www.R-project.org

Rennie, D. (2003). Editorial peer review: Its development and rationale.

In F. Godlee & T. Jefferson (Eds.), Peer review in health sciences

(pp. 1–13). BMJ Books.

Rosseel, Y. (2012). Lavaan: An R package for structural equation modeling.

Journal of Statistical Software, 48(2), 36.

Skinner, B. (2020). First-order transition in a model of prestige bias. SciPost

Physics, 8(2), 1–15.
Smith, R. (1997). Peer review: Reform or revolution?: Time to open up the

black box of peer review. British Medical Journal, 315, 759–760.
Stewart, T. D. (1979). Essentials of forensic anthropology. Charles

C. Thomas.

SWGAnth. (2010). Qualifications. https://www.nist.gov/system/files/

documents/2018/03/13/swganth_qualifications.pdf.

SWGAnth. (2012). Documentation, reporting and testimony. https://

www.nist.gov/system/files/documents/2018/03/13/swganth_

documentation_reporting_and_testimony.pdf.

SWGMDI. (2013). Regional medicolegal autopsy and death investigation

centers—construction, staffing, and costs. https://www.nist.gov/

system/files/documents/2018/04/25/swgmdi_regional_medicolegal_

autopsy_and_death_investigation_centers_-_construction_staffing_

and_costs.pdf.

Tersigni-Tarrant, M., & Shirley, N. R. (2013). Brief history of forensic

anthropology. In M. Tersigni-Tarrant & N. R. Shirley (Eds.), Forensic

anthropology: An introduction (pp. 1–16). CRC Press.

Zephro, L., & Galloway, A. (2019). Report writing and case documentation

in forensic anthropology. In L. C. Fulginiti, K. Hartnett-McCann, & A.

Galloway (Eds.), Forensic anthropology and the United States judicial sys-

tem (pp. 89–108). John Wiley & Sons.

How to cite this article: Pilloud, M. A., Passalacqua, N. V., &

Philbin, C. S. (2022). Caseloads in forensic anthropology.

American Journal of Biological Anthropology, 1–10. https://doi.

org/10.1002/ajpa.24471

10 PILLOUD ET AL.

http://www.r-project.org
https://www.nist.gov/system/files/documents/2018/03/13/swganth_qualifications.pdf
https://www.nist.gov/system/files/documents/2018/03/13/swganth_qualifications.pdf
https://www.nist.gov/system/files/documents/2018/03/13/swganth_documentation_reporting_and_testimony.pdf
https://www.nist.gov/system/files/documents/2018/03/13/swganth_documentation_reporting_and_testimony.pdf
https://www.nist.gov/system/files/documents/2018/03/13/swganth_documentation_reporting_and_testimony.pdf
https://www.nist.gov/system/files/documents/2018/04/25/swgmdi_regional_medicolegal_autopsy_and_death_investigation_centers_-_construction_staffing_and_costs.pdf
https://www.nist.gov/system/files/documents/2018/04/25/swgmdi_regional_medicolegal_autopsy_and_death_investigation_centers_-_construction_staffing_and_costs.pdf
https://www.nist.gov/system/files/documents/2018/04/25/swgmdi_regional_medicolegal_autopsy_and_death_investigation_centers_-_construction_staffing_and_costs.pdf
https://www.nist.gov/system/files/documents/2018/04/25/swgmdi_regional_medicolegal_autopsy_and_death_investigation_centers_-_construction_staffing_and_costs.pdf
https://doi.org/10.1002/ajpa.24471
https://doi.org/10.1002/ajpa.24471

	Caseloads in forensic anthropology
	1  INTRODUCTION
	2  MATERIALS AND METHODS
	3  RESULTS
	4  DISCUSSION
	5  CONCLUSIONS
	  AUTHOR CONTRIBUTIONS
	  DATA AVAILABILITY STATEMENT

	REFERENCES


