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Guidelines on Autopsy Practice:  

Scenario 3: Suspected illicit drugs  
 

Updates made August 2005 

1.  Pathology encountered: causes of death re-ordered, with addition of chronic alcohol keto-
alcoholic syndrome (plus reference). 

2.  Histopathology and toxicology sampling guidance expanded. 

=
=
The role of the autopsy 
 
qç=ÇÉíÉêãáåÉ=íÜÉ=éêÉëÉåÅÉ=çê=~ÄëÉåÅÉ=çÑ=íçñáÅ=ÇêìÖë=~åÇ=íÜÉáê=ÉÑÑÉÅíëI=áå=íÜÉ=ÅçåíÉñí=çÑ=~ëÅÉêí~áåáåÖ=
íÜÉ=ÅäáåáÅçé~íÜçäçÖáÅ~ä=ÉîÉåíë=íÜ~í=êÉëìäíÉÇ=áå=ÇÉ~íÜW=

• íÜÉáê=ÅçåíêáÄìíáçå=íç=íÜÉ=ÇÉ~íÜ=

• íç=~ëÅÉêí~áå=áÑ=éçëëáÄäÉ=íÜÉáê=êçìíÉ=~åÇ=íáãáåÖ=çÑ=~Çãáåáëíê~íáçåK=
=
=
Pathology of drug abuse encountered at the autopsy 
 
NK= aáêÉÅí=ÉÑÑÉÅíë=äÉ~ÇáåÖ=íç=ÇÉ~íÜI=Ñçê=Éñ~ãéäÉW=

• Å~êÇáçJêÉëéáê~íçêó=ÇÉéêÉëëáçå=Ñêçã=çéá~íÉëI=~åíáÇÉéêÉëë~åíë=

• áåíê~ÅÉêÉÄê~ä=Ü~ÉãçêêÜ~ÖÉ=Ñêçã=ÅçÅ~áåÉ=~ÄìëÉ=

• Å~êÇá~Å=åÉÅêçëáë=Ñêçã=ÅçÅ~áåÉI=~ãéÜÉí~ãáåÉ=~ÄìëÉ=

• ~ÅìíÉ=~äÅçÜçä=EÉíÜ~åçäF=íçñáÅáíóK=
=

OK= fåÇáêÉÅí=ÉÑÑÉÅíë=êÉäÉî~åí=íç=ÇÉ~íÜI=Ñçê=Éñ~ãéäÉW==

• Å~êÇá~Å=ÑáÄêçëáë=Ñêçã=~ãéÜÉí~ãáåÉ=~åÇ=ÅçÅ~áåÉ=~ÄìëÉ=

• âÉíç~äÅÜçäáÅ=ÇÉ~íÜ=ëóåÇêçãÉ=

• ~ëéáê~íáçå=çÑ=Ö~ëíêáÅ=ÅçåíÉåíë=~åÇ=áåÜ~ä~íáçå~ä=éåÉìãçåá~=

• ÜóéçñáÅ=ÉåÅÉéÜ~äçé~íÜóI=áÑ=êÉëìëÅáí~íÉÇ=~åÇ=ëìêîáîÉÇ=~ÑíÉê=Åçää~éëÉK=
=

PK= `çãéäáÅ~íáçåë=êÉä~íÉÇ=íç=íÜÉ=éêçÅÉëë=çÑ=ÇêìÖ=ìëÉI=Ñçê=Éñ~ãéäÉW=

• áåÑÉÅíáîÉ=ÉåÇçÅ~êÇáíáë=~åÇ=ãóÅçíáÅ=~åÉìêóëã=áå=áåíê~îÉåçìë=EfsF=ÇêìÖ=ìëÉêë=

• e`sI=e_s=~åÇ=efs=áåÑÉÅíáçå=áå=fs=ÇêìÖ=ìëÉêë=

• éìäãçå~êó=ÜóéÉêíÉåëáçå=áå=fs=ÇêìÖ=ìëÉêë=

• áåàÉÅíáçå=~ÄëÅÉëë=áå=áåàÉÅíçêë=

• ëÉÅçåÇ~êó=~ãóäçáÇçëáëK=
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Specific health and safety aspects 
 
oáëâ=çÑ=ÄäççÇJÄçêåÉ=îáêìë=áåÑÉÅíáçåI=~ë=áåÇáÅ~íÉÇ=Ñêçã=ÅäáåáÅ~ä=Ç~í~K=
 
 
Clinical information relevant to the autopsy 
 
• cìää=ÇÉí~áäë=çÑ=íÜÉ=ëÅÉåÉ=çÑ=ÇÉ~íÜK=

• mä~ÅÉI=éçëíìêÉ=~åÇ=ÅäçíÜáåÖ=çÑ=íÜÉ=ÄçÇóK=

• mêÉëÉåÅÉL~ÄëÉåÅÉ=çÑ=åÉÉÇäÉëI=ëóêáåÖÉëI=ãÉÇáÅáåÉ=Åçåí~áåÉêë=~åÇ=éáääëI=ëìÄëí~åÅÉë=çÑ=~ÄìëÉK=

• mêçîáëáçå~ä=ÇÉëÅêáéíáçå=çÑ=ÄçÇó=ïáíÜ=êÉÖ~êÇ=íç=áåàìêáÉëI=áÑ=~åóK=

• m~ëí=~åÇ=ÅìêêÉåí=Üáëíçêó=çÑ=ÇêìÖ=ìëÉX=ÇêìÖ=ã~áåíÉå~åÅÉ=éêçÖê~ããÉK=

• mêÉîáçìë=áãéêáëçåãÉåí=~åÇ=Ç~íÉ=çÑ=êÉäÉ~ëÉ=Ñêçã=ej=mêáëçåK=

• fÇÉåíáíó=çÑ=éÉêëçå=ÇáëÅçîÉêáåÖ=íÜÉ=ÇÉ~Ç=éÉêëçåK=

• dÉåÉê~ä=éê~ÅíáíáçåÉê=çê=çíÜÉê=ãÉÇáÅ~ä=Åçåí~Åí=çÑ=íÜÉ=ÇÉÅÉ~ëÉÇK=

• håçïå=çê=ëìëéÉÅíÉÇ=ÄäççÇJÄçêåÉ=îáêìë=ëí~íìë=EefsI=e_sI=e`sFK=
=
 
The autopsy procedure 
 
• fåëéÉÅíáçå=çÑ=íÜÉ=ïÜçäÉ=ëâáå=ëìêÑ~ÅÉ=Ñçê=çäÇ=~åÇ=êÉÅÉåí=åÉÉÇäÉ=áåàÉÅíáçå=ã~êâëI=ÄêìáëáåÖI=

Ñê~ÅíìêÉëI=áåàìêáÉë=íç=íÜÉ=~åìëI=ÖÉåáí~äá~=~åÇ=Ñ~ÅÉK=

• `çãéäÉíÉ=~ìíçéëóK=

• fÑ=efs=HîÉI=Åçåëìäí=íÜÉ=éêçíçÅçä=Ñçê=efsL^fapK=
=
 
Specific significant organ systems 
 
• iáîÉê=Ó=ÅÜêçåáÅ=ÜÉé~íáíáëI=ÉíÜ~åçäJêÉä~íÉÇ=é~íÜçäçÖóK=

• eÉ~êí=Ó=~ÅìíÉ=Ç~ã~ÖÉ=~åÇ=ÑáÄêçëáëK=

• iìåÖ=Ó=~ëéáê~íáçå=éåÉìãçåá~=~åÇ=ÉãÄçäáëãK=

• _ê~áå=Ó=Ü~ÉãçêêÜ~ÖÉI=ëíêçâÉ=~åÇ=ãÉåáåÖáíáëK=

• fåíÉëíáåÉë=Ó=ÇêìÖ=Å~éëìäÉë=áå=~=ÇêìÖ=ÅçìêáÉêK=
=
 
Organ retention 
=

kç=é~êíáÅìä~ê=êÉèìáêÉãÉåíK=
=
=
Recommended blocks for histological examination – best practice 
 

Standard set 

• iáîÉê=Ó=ÜÉé~íáíáëI=ÑáÄêçëáëK=ëíÉ~íçëáëI=j~ääçêó=Üó~äáåÉK=

• eÉ~êí=äÉÑí=îÉåíêáÅäÉ=J=ÑáÄêçëáëI=Åçåíê~Åíáçå=Ä~åÇëI=áëÅÜ~ÉãáÅ=ÜÉ~êí=ÇáëÉ~ëÉK=

• fÑ=ëìëéÉÅíÉÇ=ÅçÅ~áåÉ=çê=~ãéÜÉí~ãáåÉ=íçñáÅáíóI=ë~ãéäÉ=íÜÉ=ÜÉ~êí=ëóëíÉã~íáÅ~ääó=~ë=áå=pÅÉå~êáç=
N=Ó=ÚpìÇÇÉå=ÇÉ~íÜ=ïáíÜ=äáâÉäó=Å~êÇá~Å=é~íÜçäçÖóÛK=

• iìåÖ=E~í=äÉ~ëí=çåÉ=ë~ãéäÉ=Ñêçã=É~ÅÜF=Ó=~ëéáê~íáçå=éåÉìãçåá~I=áåÜ~ä~íáçå=çÑ=îçãáíI=éêÉëÉåÅÉ=
~åÇ=ÉÑÑÉÅí=çÑ=áåàÉÅíÉÇ=ã~íÉêá~äK=

• háÇåÉó=Ó=ÖäçãÉêìäçëÅäÉêçëáëI=~ãóäçáÇI=ãóçÖäçÄáåìêá~K=

• `ÉêÉÄÉääìã=Ó=Éî~äì~íáçå=çÑ=ÜóéçñáÅLáëÅÜ~ÉãáÅ=åÉìêçå~ä=Ç~ã~ÖÉK=
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Additional histology samples according to case 

• pâáå=áåàÉÅíáçå=ëáíÉëI=áÑ=ÇÉíÉêãáåáåÖ=éêÉëÉåÅÉ=~åÇ=íÜÉáê=~ÖÉ=áë=ÅêáíáÅ~äK=

• nì~ÇêáÅÉéë=~åÇ=éëç~ë=ãìëÅäÉI=áÑ=ÉñÅáíÉÇ=ÇÉäáêáìã=~åÇ=êÜ~ÄÇçãóçäóëáë=ëìëéÉÅíÉÇK=

• _ê~áåI=áÑ=ÜóéçñáÅ=ÉåÅÉéÜ~äçé~íÜó=êÉèìáêÉë=ÇçÅìãÉåí~íáçåX=ÅçÅ~áåÉJêÉä~íÉÇ=Ü~ÉãçêêÜ~ÖÉK=
=
Other samples required 
 
NK== cçê=íçñáÅçäçÖóI=êÉÅçããÉåÇÉÇ=Ñçê=ÄÉëí=éê~ÅíáÅÉW=

• éÉêáéÜÉê~ä=ÄäççÇ=EÑÉãçê~ä=îÉáå=áë=ÄÉëíFI=ïÜçäÉ=ìåéêÉëÉêîÉÇ=~åÇ=áå=ÑäìçêáÇÉ=ÄçííäÉ=

• ìêáåÉ=

• îáíêÉçìë=Üìãçìê=

• ëíçã~ÅÜ=ÅçåíÉåíëK=
=

fÑ=íÜÉ=é~íáÉåí=ï~ë=~ÇãáííÉÇ=íç=Üçëéáí~ä=ÑçääçïáåÖ=ëìëéÉÅíÉÇ=ÇêìÖ=ìëÉ=~åÇ=ÇáÉÇ=ä~íÉêI=Öê~Ä=íÜÉ=
~Çãáëëáçå=ÄäççÇ=ë~ãéäÉë= áå= ä~Äçê~íçêáÉë= Ñçê=~å~äóëáë=ÄÉÑçêÉ= íÜÉó=~êÉ=ÇáëÅ~êÇÉÇK=aìÉ= íç= íÜÉ=
ê~éáÇ=Ü~äÑJäáÑÉ=çÑ=ã~åó=ÇêìÖëI=éçëíJãçêíÉã=ë~ãéäÉë=ã~ó=ÄÉ=ìåáåÑçêã~íáîÉK=
=
oÉèìÉëí=~ë=ëí~åÇ~êÇW=~äÅçÜçä=~åÇ=áääáÅáí=ÇêìÖ=ëÅêÉÉåX=éäìë=ëéÉÅáÑáÉÇ=çíÜÉê=ÇêìÖë=~ë= áåÇáÅ~íÉÇ=
Ñêçã=íÜÉ=ÜáëíçêóK==
=
`Éêí~áå=çéá~íÉëI=ÉKÖK= ÑÉåí~åóä=~åÇ=ÄìéêÉåçêéÜáåÉ=EìëÉÇ=äáâÉ=ãÉíÜ~ÇçåÉ=~ë=~=ëìÄëíáíìíÉFI=~êÉ=
åçí=~äï~óë=áåÅäìÇÉÇ=áå=ëí~åÇ~êÇ=çéá~íÉ=ëÅêÉÉåáåÖ=~åÇ=åÉÉÇ=íç=ÄÉ=ëéÉÅáÑáÉÇK=
=
fÑ= íÜÉ= âÉíç~äÅçÜçäáÅ= ÇÉ~íÜ= ëóåÇêçãÉ= áë= ëìëéÉÅíÉÇ= EÅÜêçåáÅ= ~äÅçÜçäáÅI= ëìÇÇÉå= ìåÉñéä~áåÉÇ=
ÇÉ~íÜFI= ãÉ~ëìêÉãÉåí= çÑ= ÄÉí~JÜóÇêçñóÄìíóê~íÉ= äÉîÉä= áå= íÜÉ= ÄäççÇ= ~åÇ= îáíêÉçìë= éêçîáÇÉë=
ëìééçêíáåÖ=ÉîáÇÉåÅÉK==
=
^ÇÇáíáçå~ä=ë~ãéäÉë=~ÅÅçêÇáåÖ=íç=Å~ëÉW 
• Ü~áê=Ó=Ñçê=ëíçê~ÖÉ=áå=Å~ëÉ=çÑ=ëìÄëÉèìÉåí=êÉîáÉï=

• äáîÉêI=âáÇåÉó=Ó=áÑ=Å~Ç~îÉê=ÇÉÅçãéçëÉÇ=~åÇ=ÑäìáÇë=åçí=~î~áä~ÄäÉ=

• Ñ~ÉÅ~ä=ã~íÉêá~ä=ëìêêçìåÇáåÖ=~=ÇêìÖ=Å~éëìäÉ=áå=íÜÉ=Öìí=áÑ=ëìëéÉÅíÉÇ=íÜ~í=êìéíìêÉ=ã~ó=
Ü~îÉ=Å~ìëÉÇ=ÇÉ~íÜK=

=
OK= `çåëáÇÉê=ãÉ~ëìêáåÖ=Å~êÄçå=ãçåçñáÇÉ=Ü~ÉãçÖäçÄáå=BK=
=
PK= fÑ=ãáÅêçÄáçäçÖó=êÉäÉî~åíW=

• éÉêáéÜÉê~ä=ÄäççÇ=áå=ÄäççÇ=ÅìäíìêÉ=ÄçííäÉë=Ñçê=Ä~ÅíÉê~Éãá~=

• äìåÖI=ëéäÉÉåI=ãÉåáåÖÉë=Ñçê=ëÉéëáëK=
=
QK= fÑ=ëÉêçäçÖó=êÉäÉî~åíW=

• ïÜçäÉ=çê=ëéìåJÇçïå=ÄäççÇ=Ñçê=ëÉêçäçÖó=Ee_sI=e`sI=efsI=ÉíÅKF=

• ïÜçäÉ=çê=ëéìåJÇçïå=ÄäççÇ=Ñçê=ã~ëí=ÅÉää=íêóéí~ëÉ=E~ääÉêÖáÅ=êÉ~Åíáçå=íç=ÇêìÖëFK=
=
=
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The clinicopathological summary 
 
NK== açÅìãÉåíW=

• íÜÉ=éêÉëÉåÅÉ=çê=~ÄëÉåÅÉ=çÑ=Öêçëë=å~íìê~ä=Å~ìëÉë=çÑ=ÇÉ~íÜ=

• íÜÉ=êÉäÉî~åí=çêÖ~å=Üáëíçé~íÜçäçÖáÉë=

• íÜÉ=êÉëìäíë=çÑ=íçñáÅçäçÖóI=ãáÅêçÄáçäçÖó=~åÇ=ëÉêçäçÖóI=ïáíÜ=íÜÉ=ä~Äçê~íçêó=êÉÑÉêÉåÅÉ=
åìãÄÉêëX=ÄáåÇ=íÜçëÉ=ä~Äçê~íçêó=êÉéçêíë=ïáíÜ=íÜÉ=~ìíçéëó=êÉéçêí=ëÜÉÉíëK=pÉÉâ=~ÇîáÅÉ=
Ñêçã=íçñáÅçäçÖó=ÅäáåáÅá~å=çê=ëÅáÉåíáëíI=áÑ=áå=ÇçìÄí=~Äçìí=íÜÉáê=ëáÖåáÑáÅ~åÅÉK=

=
OK== aÉÅáÇÉ=ïÜÉíÜÉê=íÜÉ=éìí~íáîÉ=ÇêìÖëW=

• Å~ìëÉÇ=íÜÉ=ÇÉ~íÜ=ÇáêÉÅíäó=

• çê=ÅçåíêáÄìíÉÇ=íç=íÜÉ=ÇÉ~íÜ=

• çê=~êÉ=áêêÉäÉî~åí=íç=íÜÉ=Å~ìëÉ=çÑ=ÇÉ~íÜ=

• çê=áÑ=íÜÉ=Å~ìëÉ=çÑ=ÇÉ~íÜ=áë=ëíáää=ìå~ëÅÉêí~áåÉÇK=
=
=
Specimen cause of death opinions/statements 
=

N~K== `~êÇáçJêÉëéáê~íçêó=Ñ~áäìêÉ=
NÄK== léá~íÉ=çîÉêÇçëÉ=EÜÉêçáå=áåàÉÅíáçåF=
=
N~K== ^ÅìíÉ=ÜÉ~êí=Ñ~áäìêÉ=
NÄK== jóçÅ~êÇá~ä=ÑáÄêçëáë=
NÅK== `ÜêçåáÅ=ÅçÅ~áåÉ=~ÄìëÉ=
OK== `áêêÜçëáë=Ee`s=áåÑÉÅíáçåF=
=
N~K== ^ëéáê~íáçå=éåÉìãçåá~=
NÄK== jÉíÜ~ÇçåÉ=çîÉêÇçëÉ=
=
N~K== mìäãçå~êó=î~äîÉ=êìéíìêÉ=
NÄK== fåÑÉÅíáîÉ=ÉåÇçÅ~êÇáíáë=Eëí~éÜóäçÅçÅÅìëF=
NÅK= fåíê~îÉåçìë=ÇêìÖ=ìëÉ=
OK== efs=ÇáëÉ~ëÉ=
=
=
References 
 
h~êÅÜ=p_K=h~êÅÜÛë=m~íÜçäçÖó=çÑ=aêìÖ=^ÄìëÉ=EPêÇ=ÉÇáíáçåFK=cäçêáÇ~W=`o`=mêÉëë=ii`I=OMMOK=
=
qçã~ëÜÉÑëâá=goI=cÉäçÄ=g^K=qÜÉ=éìäãçå~êó=é~íÜçäçÖó=çÑ=ÇêìÖ=~åÇ=ëìÄëí~åÅÉ=~ÄìëÉK=`ìêêÉåí=
aá~ÖåçëíáÅ=m~íÜçäçÖó=OMMQINMWQNPJQOSK=
=
qÜçãëÉå=giI=cÉäÄó=pI=qÜÉáä~ÇÉ=mI=káÉäëÉå=bK=^äÅçÜçäáÅ=âÉíç~ÅáÇçëáë=~ë=~=Å~ìëÉ=çÑ=ÇÉ~íÜ=áå=ÑçêÉåëáÅ=
Å~ëÉëK=cçêÉåëáÅ=pÅáÉåÅÉ=fåíÉêå~íáçå~ä=NVVRITRWNSPÓNTNK=
=
=
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