
 

Autopsy FAQs 
 

 

What is an autopsy? 

An autopsy is a procedure to examine the body after death, both externally and internally. The 

main purpose of an autopsy is to determine the cause of death, but many other questions can also 

be answered by autopsy, such as how extensive was the disease? Was a treatment effective? Were 

there complicating factors?  

  

When is an autopsy needed? 

An autopsy can be requested by the next of kin for any reason, but autopsy can be especially 

helpful when there are questions regarding what factors led to or contributed to death. You should 

talk with your doctor who can help you decide if an autopsy would be helpful in your case.  

 

How does one request an autopsy? 

Autopsy is only performed if written permission is given by the legal next of kin to the deceased. 

Your doctor will discuss the option of autopsy with you and go over the forms to be filled out to 

request an autopsy. 

 

The next of kin can also decide if the autopsy should be limited in any way. For example, 

examination of only specific organs can be requested (ie heart and lungs) or certain organ can be 

excluded, (no brain examination). Limiting an autopsy may only provide limited information, but 

may provide enough answers for some families.  

 

Who performs an autopsy? 

Autopsy is performed by a pathologist. A pathologist is a specific kind of doctor trained to examine 

the tissues of the body by both visual inspection and examination under the microscope.  

  

Is an autopsy expensive? 

Autopsy is free for patients under the care of Northshore physicians.  

 

If ancillary genetic tests are requested on tissue obtained at autopsy, there may be additional fees. 

Special testing typically requires review with genetic counselors and permission to do the testing.  

  

Will an autopsy interfere with funeral arrangements or an open casket, if desired? 

Autopsy is performed in a respectful manner and with incisions that are not typically visible at an 

open casket funeral.  

 

Autopsy is generally performed within 24 hours of receipt of the request, and therefore doesn't 

usually interfere with funeral arrangements. The remains can be released to the funeral home as 

soon as the autopsy examination is complete. Your doctor can consult with the pathologist if there 

are special circumstances that require a more rapid turnaround.  

  

 



How long does it take to get results of the autopsy? 

There are two written reports for each autopsy. The first is the preliminary anatomic diagnoses 

(PAD). This report is generally available within two workings days of the performance of the 

autopsy, and will list the major findings, based on visual inspection of the tissues, during the 

autopsy.  

 

The second report, the final autopsy report containing the final anatomic diagnoses (FAD) is 

generally available within 60 days of the autopsy. This report is a comprehensive description of 

all the findings, including microscopic examination of many tissues. It also contains a summary 

of the major findings and cause of death.  

  

How do I find out the results of an autopsy? 

Your doctor will go over the autopsy results with you, and answer any questions you have about 

the findings. The pathologist who performed the autopsy can also meet with you and your doctor 

if that is desired or needed.  

 

Source: Linda Ernst, MD 
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