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The search process: Integrating the investigation and identification of missing and 
unidentified persons  

A R T I C L E  I N F O   
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A B S T R A C T   

The effective search for the missing and identification of persons, alive or dead, are core components in the 
prevention and in resolving the issue of Missing Persons. Despite the growing literature on this topic, there is still 
a lack of publications describing the Search as a process that includes different phases inherently composed of 
forensic investigative and identification principles for both living and deceased missing persons. This paper is the 
result of discussions between the Forensic Unit of the International Committee of the Red Cross (ICRC) and 
members of its external Forensic Advisory Board. It aims to present the Search process as an overarching concept 
that includes the investigation and identification phases of the missing in any state (dead or alive), in any sce-
nario (with or without bodies), with an integrated, multidisciplinary, and multiagency approach for imple-
mentation by all actors involved in the investigation and identification phases of missing persons.   

1. Introduction 

Uncertainty about the whereabouts and fate of a missing relative can 
have a direct effect on all members of the family unit [1] and, in some 
cases, on an entire community [2]. Most families will continue to search 
for their loved one until all avenues have been explored and until they 
receive authoritative and reliable information on their whereabouts 
and/or fate. 

The search generally focuses on the recovery and individual identi-
fication of remains, while the reality is much more complex, especially 
in migration and conflict/post-conflict scenarios, where it is not possible 
to assume in the first instance that the person is alive or dead and where, 
in the event of death, the remains are located, and for many it is likely 
that the remains will never be found or returned to their family. This fact 
needs to be emphasized, as not all missing persons are dead and not all 
searches result in finding a body; there is still, however, a need to carry 
out a process leading to the clarification of the whereabouts of the 
missing. By default, all missing persons cases should remain open until 
the person is found alive or dead, and the remains of the dead are 
located, identified and where possible returned to their family. 

The tendency to understand the search only as a “body centred” 
forensic response needs to be corrected and broadened, opening its 
scope to a more comprehensive process aimed to provide answers about 
the whereabouts and fate of the missing. The effective search for the 
missing and the identification of persons, alive or dead, are core com-
ponents in the prevention and in resolving the issue of Missing Persons 
[3]. The identification of persons in any context, in routine cases or 
large-scale events (e.g. disasters, ongoing or post-conflict, migration, 
femicides and other situations of violence (OSV)), is part of the Search 
process (capital “S”) and as such intrinsically linked to all the other 

steps. Reliable identification is essential for legal, administrative and 
humanitarian reasons, including providing answers to families. 

Despite the growing literature on this field in the form of guides, 
manuals, scientific papers, action protocols, standard operating pro-
cedures, etc., there is still a lack of documentation and publications 
describing the Search as a process that includes different steps inher-
ently composed of forensic investigative principles. Understanding the 
Search as an overarching concept when addressing The Missing in the 
broad sense (meaning in any context and scale), eventually optimizes 
the chances for case resolution. In this respect, the aspect of human 
identification becomes an important part of a wider and more complex 
process. 

The clarification of the whereabouts and fate of missing persons and, 
in case of death, their circumstances and cause, are addressed under 
multiple provincial/state, national and international legal provisions 
and normative frameworks, among which we can mention International 
Humanitarian Law (IHL) [4], International Human Rights Law (IHRL) 
and International Convention for the Protection of All Persons from 
Enforced Disappearance (ICPPED). Under these provisions, the Search 
becomes not only a right but a mandate. In this regard, there are many 
examples at the international level of efforts made by States, Interna-
tional Organizations (IO), Non-governmental organizations (NGOs) and 
civil society in the search for and identification of missing persons 
resulting from diverse and complex contexts. However, in most cases, 
the Search process has proven to exceed the local capacity on the one 
hand and, on the other, to be inadequate to ensure a coordinated, in-
tegrated, multidisciplinary, and very often multi-agency response as 
required. 

Many of the existing International Committee of the Red Cross 
documents and scientific literature on forensic identification provide 
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useful information and recommendations for the location, recovery, 
examination and identification of human remains, including collection 
of antemortem and postmortem data for identification purposes and the 
use of certain techniques. However, little has been mentioned about the 
search for and identification of living missing persons, or about the 
search in scenarios in which there may not be bodies, thereby tran-
scending the notion that forensics is only focused on the recovery, 
management and identification of human remains. 

Therefore, it is necessary to revise traditional concepts, to introduce 
new ones and to expand the information available on the Search process 
to better include the investigation and identification of the missing in 
any state (dead or alive), in any scenario (with or without bodies), 
emphasizing the necessary integrated, multidisciplinary, and very often 
multiagency approach of the mechanisms to be implemented. 

The main objectives of this document are: 

✓ To provide clear concepts regarding the investigation and identifi-
cation procedures with a focus on large-scale events involving both 
living and deceased individuals. 

✓ To describe on the main requirements to ensure effective articula-
tion, communication and coordination between different levels of 
response (political, organizational and operational) and involvement 
of concerned families, with clear roles and responsibilities.  

✓ To provide key elements which must be integrated when clarifying 
the fate and whereabouts of missing persons in given contexts. 

It is important to emphasize that this document does not purport to 
be a thorough or detailed guide, protocol or instruction manual on 
forensic techniques, it rather intends to be an instrument with the main 
purpose of unifying and clarifying key concepts, principles and recom-
mendations to professionally manage the process of the investigation 
and identification of missing persons, applicable to single cases but also 
to complex contexts. 

The document is addressed to all actors involved in the investigation 
and identification of missing persons irrespective of their fate (alive or 
dead) and their possibilities for location: forensic and health practi-
tioners, investigators, judicial operators, law enforcement authorities, 
military personnel, disaster managers, decision and policy makers, 
administrative authorities, etc., including also international organiza-
tions, non-governmental organizations and civil society. 

2. General aspects and principles 

It is relevant to consider key concepts and principles regarding the 
processes of investigation and identification of missing persons:  

a. The Search (capital “S”) is a process that combines sub-processes 
conducive to determining the whereabouts and specific fate of a 
person.  

b. The Search is therefore linked to several phases and not only to 
the specific early stage of the investigation. All the steps leading 
to clarification of the fate and whereabouts of a missing or un-
identified person (alive or dead) are part of the overarching 
concept of Search.  

c. Fate refers to the state or condition of the person (alive or dead), 
while whereabouts relates to the person’s journey and the cir-
cumstances that led to that state (fate) and location [5]. 

d. The Search for missing persons consists of tracking and recon-
structing, in retrospect, their journey to determine with a degree 
of certainty or confidence their fate and whereabouts.  

e. Information on the whereabouts can help to infer the fate of a 
missing individual. However, to determine with certainty the fate 
of a missing person it is necessary to identify an individual (dead 
or alive).  

f. However, the Search does not necessarily imply the actual finding 
of the body. It is possible to infer the fate of a missing person 

through investigation or even technically reach with confidence 
their identification without physically accessing their body. Dis-
cussions around resolving cases of missing persons need to 
incorporate scenarios in which there may not be bodies, i.e. a 
non-body centred broader forensic response [5].  

g. Any methodological approach to search for the missing must be 
based on the principle that, unless there is reliable evidence, their 
fate is still uncertain, and therefore it should not be assumed that 
they are dead, but consideration given to all possible outcomes in 
relation to the fate. Hence, the investigation must start by 
considering that they could be alive or dead. 

h. The investigative component is dynamic, and its complexity de-
pends on the context and specific characteristics of the case.  

i. The identification process is part of the overarching concept of 
Search and hence is directly related and dependent on clarifica-
tion of the fate and whereabouts of the person (missing, dis-
appeared, missing and presumed dead, dead, unidentified, 
unclaimed). 

j. It is necessary to emphasize that identification is a process it-
self rather than a result of the use of a given technique.  

k. In this sense, the act of correctly allocating a name to a person in 
the identification process does not completely fulfil the re-
quirements of the right to know of their relatives. The retro-
spective reconstruction of the circumstances leading to the fate of 
a person is also an important part of the identification process. 
The right to know will therefore be incomplete if efforts to clarify 
both components, fate and whereabouts, are not properly 
addressed.  

l. Therefore, the identification phase of the Search process is also of 
an investigative nature in which the collection of information 
from different sources is the basis for this reconstruction and the 
resulting conclusions. Preliminary investigation is a fundamental 
aspect of the process [6]. Failure to carry it out with due diligence 
will adversely affect the outcome, with direct negative implica-
tions on the expectations of the families and the public’s loss of 
confidence in the responsible authorities. 

m. The Search process must follow basic investigative and crimi-
nalistics principles in order to guarantee the reliability of the 
results, regardless of the main purpose of the project or mandate 
of a given mechanism (criminal proceedings and/or humanitar-
ian action). In this sense, documentation and preservation of 
evidence, chain of custody, secure and appropriate storage, etc. 
are required to maintain the integrity of the evidence and infor-
mation collected, and thus the quality and reliability of the 
results.  

n. Identification is a comparative exercise. It is not possible to reach 
a conclusion without comparing information coming from both 
the person being searched for (including the circumstances in 
which the person went missing) and the person/body whose 
identity is to be confirmed (including the circumstances of finding). 
The quality, quantity and variability of this information has a 
direct impact on the identification. For this reason, information 
collected from both datasets should be equivalent, without 
prioritizing one to the detriment of the other.  

o. Information will be compared as independent lines of evidence; 
each will include comparable data from different information 
sources to confirm or refute a hypothesis formulated during the 
identification process (see section 3.4.4.1).  

p. Even in simple cases, the identification must, where practicable, 
involve several lines of evidence rather than relying solely on a 
single technique (i.e. fingerprints, dental, DNA, etc.). The type 
and number of lines of evidence will depend on the context and 
complexity of the case. Assessing lines of evidence is a specific 
step in the process and has specific requirements in terms of 
required knowledge, background, etc. 
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q. A conclusion should be reached by considering all datasets 
without discriminating against any; reviewing systematically not 
only what appears to match in similarities but also proactively 
seeking to find discrepancies, both explainable and unexplain-
able. In this sense, the process of identification requires access to 
and analysis of all information available on a given case. 

r. Any decision on identification forms part of a logical and objec-
tive but also holistic and comprehensive process. In this regard, 
the Search process must be multi-disciplinary, objective, in-
tegrated, holistic, exhaustive, multi-agency coordinated, and 
able to withstand peer review.  

s. Given its multidimensional nature, the Search process requires a 
dynamic, multifactorial and interconnected dialogue of the in-
formation collected throughout the investigation that should 
facilitate and contribute to decision-making.  

t. Large-scale events [7], unlike routine death investigations, 
require a broad approach in which mechanisms and protocols 
need to be adapted to properly address them, with a strict 
adherence to the scientific, forensic and investigative principles 
of the identification process.  

u. Forensic and legal communities have the duty to assign roles and 
responsibilities in accordance with legal mandates and their skill 
sets so that forensic experts, police investigators and legal au-
thorities coordinate their approach in an optimal, transparent, 
effective and efficient manner. Coordination, communication and 
information sharing are key principles to ensure effective results.  

v. Families/relatives of missing persons (and the community at 
large) should be adequately involved in the Search process, 
should be informed regularly of developments and decisions 
taken and their right to take informed decisions should be 
respected. 

3. The search process 

Taking into account the previously presented definition of the Search 
as the overarching process that includes the investigation and identifi-
cation of missing and unidentified persons, this section intends to 
develop the methodological and investigative aspects. 

3.1. Methodological approach 

The scale or magnitude (number of persons) of a case and its 
complexity vary depending on the context. Although from the scientific 
point of view the same techniques are used, the variation of the context 
will influence the methodological approach as well as the possibilities of 
success in locating the missing persons (including their remains in the 
case of death). 

The methodological strategy employed in a specific operation will 
depend to a large extent on the scenario considered. The approach 
should thus be methodologically adapted to the context, the type of case, 
its magnitude, its complexity and the time of intervention. It is necessary 
to take a series of key considerations into account:  

a. One of the first points to be addressed in the investigation is the 
context in which the events take place, for example:  
− Routine missing persons cases (day to day cases within local 

communities reported to local authorities)  
− Routine death cases (day to day cases within local communities 

reported to local authorities)  
− Historical deaths (including cold cases)  
− Human trafficking and enforced disappearances  
− Large-scale disasters with mass fatalities  
− National and international conflicts  
− Migration  
− Other situations of violence (e.g., femicides, terrorism)  
− A combination of the above-mentioned events  

b. The strategy used to approach an investigation and its feasibility also 
depends on the moment in which it is carried out and the most 
pressing interventions (e.g., priority to preserve life immediately 
after a missing person has been abducted versus the need to preserve 
a mass grave site as an objective, years after a conflict). Challenges in 
any investigation will be presented differently in more recent cases 
versus an enquiry into events that happened in the past, but may 
include elements such as security (of both persons related to the case 
and investigators); mobility of target individuals, witnesses and of-
fenders; access to witnesses and/or missing persons’ relatives; 
quality of the information on the missing persons and/or on non- 
identified bodies; political motivations; altered landscapes, revitali-
zation or development of affected areas, possible modifications of 
burial sites, etc.  

c. It is important to pay attention to the legal framework in which the 
investigation will be carried out: humanitarian (centred on the loca-
tion and identification of missing persons) and/or criminal (centred 
on the search for criminal accountability or a truth and 
reconciliation-based process), evaluating the consequences that an 
incorrect procedure may have in the future in terms of right to truth 
and access to justice for family members and individuals. The quality 
of the investigation and the guarantee of due process must be the 
same in any legal framework.  

d. Another factor that influences at the methodological level is whether 
investigations are carried out within the framework of an internal 
(national) or international investigation, as this may incorporate 
different governmental and non-governmental coordination com-
ponents. This situation is evident, for example, in the location and 
identification of missing migrants where it is not only necessary to 
implement a national investigation system, but also imperative to 
develop inter-state coordination mechanisms. The same applies in 
mass disaster incidents such as plane crashes or natural disasters 
where foreigners may be included amongst the dead.  

e. Determining the scale or magnitude of the case to be investigated is 
fundamental to methodological planning and strategy. For this pur-
pose, it is necessary to quantify the number of the missing and/or 
deceased resulting from the event/s under investigation. The chal-
lenge (and starting point) is to compile a list of names as exhaustive 
as possible, which is centralized, unified and coordinated among the 
institutions or organizations involved in the investigation. 

In general, most national social structures are prepared to a greater 
or lesser extent to absorb cases on a small scale. This includes both 
investigative/medico-legal systems (forensic services and experts, 
criminalistics, police investigators, etc.) and the institutional system of 
public and judicial administration. The investigation of these types of 
cases is common and its quality will depend on the country’s pre- 
existing performance in terms of regulations and procedures in place, 
trained personnel, budget, infrastructure, equipment and intra- and 
inter-institutional coordination, preparedness and planning. 

However, few countries have the economic and structural capacity to 
address large-scale events and can be further overwhelmed by the 
magnitude or complexity of a case when they lack a pre-established and 
well-implemented contingency plan. There is often a lack of action 
protocols in emergencies or contingency plans at the national level, as 
well as a lack of knowledge of operating protocols or internationally 
standardized procedures (see for example INTERPOL guidelines [8] on 
disaster victim identification on www.interpol.int). This lack of prior 
preparation limits the ability to address large-scale cases even when they 
are predictable. In this regard, an evaluation of the local capacity to 
respond to large-scale events, including existing regulations, needs to be 
accomplished to develop a strategy to improve the system.  

f. Another factor to consider is the categorization of the type of case, i. 
e. the classification of the case as closed or open, which will greatly 
affect its complexity and the specific requirements in its 
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methodological approach. The concept of open/closed is generally 
used to classify an event based on the availability of information 
about the identity of the victims: i.e. if there is a list of the alleged 
individuals that may be related to a specific event, (closed) or if there 
is not such a list, (open). The classic example of a closed population 
event is an airplane crash, in which the list of the presumed deceased 
is available via the flight manifest. We are usually faced with mixed 
or semi-closed contexts, in which we know the identity of some but 
not all the individuals or there is a partial list of possible individuals 
or identity hypotheses. An open population event may involve single 
or multiple incidents whereby an unknown number of individuals 
are affected and for which there is no presumed list of names. Mul-
tiple incidents may occur over a short period of time or for many 
years (e.g. armed conflict, migration, OSV) leading to large in-
ventories of missing persons and human remains requiring recon-
ciliation and identification, hence the open or unknown population 
dynamic of those that should be included in the investigation. In 
some events, not all families will report their relatives missing or be 
registered as missing through other avenues while conversely not all 
dead bodies will be recovered and positively identified to be returned 
to families.  

g. There are other components to consider, besides those mentioned 
above, that add to the complexity of investigations. Among them are 
factors such as population displacement or dispersion (at the na-
tional and/or international level); voluntary disappearance; change 
of identity; biological and socio-economic diversity within the group 
of missing persons; the conditions in which the remains of the 
deceased (decomposed, commingled, incomplete and/or frag-
mented, or badly burnt due to several reasons, among which are the 
circumstances of death and postmortem alterations); events 
following that may have caused the alteration, relocation and/or 
mixture of human remains (poor search and recovery techniques, 
failure to respond in a timely manner to preserve the sites and pre-
vent further damage and compromise by the environment, secondary 
graves, exhumation, transportation, poor mortuary management 
practices, lack of body security, deliberate malicious interference, 
etc.), access to sources of information (protection of personal infor-
mation, restricted security information, military files, mobility of 
witnesses and relatives), poor IT infrastructure to import and manage 
large volumes of data, lack of institutional centralization of hardcopy 
and softcopy data, etc., without forgetting the role of politics in the 
design and implementation of search policies (the political will is 
often one of the key factors in this regard).  

h. When conducting search activities, the wish of those contacted must 
be respected: specific situations such as voluntary disappearances or 
changes of identity are important, and in general, respecting these 
decisions should be the priority. Additional documentation should 
include explicit authorization (or refusal) in relation to contacting 
the person who reported the Missing Person case, including what 
information should be shared with the enquirer. Evaluating the sit-
uation on a case by case basis is advisable as there are different 
factors that might have influenced the decision taken by the con-
tacted person. This will allow the investigation team to assess 
possible risks, especially on security, and act according to the prin-
ciple of do no harm. 

Efforts are very often concentrated on the collection of any kind of 
data from missing and unidentified persons instead of conducting a 
thorough investigation. Other steps in the investigation and identifica-
tion procedures that are particularly critical, such as the collection of 
information on the events and the individuals, as well as the recovery 
and examination of remains in cases of death, are often neglected. In 
other words, care and concern are more often shown to “postmortem 
analysis” while leaving other sensitive and crucial aspects in the inves-
tigation such as the collection and analysis of information on missing 
persons and circumstances of disappearance, and the proper recovery of 

human remains (in the event of deaths) unattended. As a result, there is 
often a lack of information to reconstruct the whereabouts of the person 
as well as a lack of comparative data to support or sustain an identifi-
cation in the clarification of the fate. Consequently, dead body may be 
returned to the wrong family while the right body remains unidentified. 

If the investigation of a case and the identification of missing persons 
are understood as processes and not as the result of specific techniques, 
no stage is more important than another. The lack of relevant informa-
tion or delivering poor performance at any one stage of the Search 
process will compromise or inhibit the full potential of other competent 
actors in their collective efforts to resolve the missing and identify the 
dead. The metaphor of a chain only being as strong as its weakest link is 
accurate; in this series of activities, each actor can potentially hinder, 
obstruct or compromise the team’s collective efforts towards restoring 
family links. 

Well-designed facilities or sophisticated equipment in medico-legal 
institutes or laboratories may create an attractive image, but without 
a comprehensive approach to the process, without an interpretative (and 
not only technical) capacity on the part of professionals, and without 
proper training of the teams responsible for the different stages of the 
process, the investigation will be limited, more difficult and at risk of 
failure. 

It is necessary to highlight the importance of the involvement of 
families in the operation, as well as their right to be regularly informed. 
As part of the operations, there are several aspects that do not neces-
sarily refer to the technical or legal fields, and the opinions or views of 
the families will help in the decision-making process. As already 
mentioned, the investigation and identification of missing persons are 
complex procedures requiring a vast number of professionals and may 
require a long-term operation over several years. Adequate involvement 
of families, not only as providers but also as repositories of information 
will be beneficial in avoiding uncertainty during the process. This will 
respect their right to actively contribute to the investigation and their 
right to know the whereabouts and fate of their loved ones. 

Thus, the methodology must adopt a holistic approach, aiming to 
reconstruct the history of an individual from the beginning of their 
journey to the end, but also letting go of the commonly held assumption 
that all the missing persons are dead. 

3.2. Investigative steps 

After defining important concepts above, this section develops the 
different aspects of an investigation and context analysis, offering con-
crete steps to optimize the results. 

3.2.1. Main considerations 
We distinguish two unknown entities in the Search process:  

− Missing Persons (MP): identities without bodies  
− Unidentified Persons (UP): bodies without identity, which can be 

either living persons or human remains. Although in most contexts a 
dead body is not legally considered as a person, the term person is 
here inclusive of living and deceased individuals. Distinction be-
tween unidentified persons (UP), unidentified decedents (UD) and 
unidentified human remains (UHR) are found in many contexts, 
however, in order to simplify, the term UP will be used throughout 
this document regardless of the person’s status. 

Achieving success in the identification process means attempting, 
whenever possible, to match these two entities accurately. But this is 
only related to the clarification of the fate of the person. If we accept that 
the right to know (and thus the Search process) includes also the need to 
clarify the whereabouts of the person, we understand why the investi-
gation has to broaden the scope to collect and interpret much more in-
formation than just the data to facilitate identification. Information 
intended to clarify the whereabouts will be important for the 
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clarification of the fate (identification) and vice versa, the clarification 
of the fate might contribute in certain cases to the clarification of the 
whereabouts of the body. 

Each entity (the missing and the unidentified) holds information to 
be carefully collected throughout an investigation. 

This document also introduces two concepts that adjust the classical 
scheme. Traditionally, the term antemortem was used to designate all the 
information relevant to the missing person and the term postmortem was 
used to designate all the information relevant to unidentified human 
remains. Such terms are restrictive and not adapted to all scenarios, and 
as such their generic use is not appropriate in all cases. 

Not all missing persons are dead; therefore, “antemortem” (before 
death) is not appropriate. The term can incorrectly imply death without 
any evidence, and it is usually painful, even offensive, to relatives. 
Likewise, not all unidentified persons are dead, as there are frequent 
cases in which living persons require their identity to be proven (un-
documented persons, infants and children stolen/separated from their 
families, unaccompanied children in cases of migration or mass di-
sasters, medical illnesses and trauma (i.e. hospital patient in a coma or 
with amnesia, elderly person with dementia, individuals with mental 
health deficits), detainees in clandestine centres, etc.) Therefore, 
“postmortem” (after death) is also too narrow and a generic term. 

Consequently, throughout the document, we will use the following, 
more general terms:  

− MPD (Missing Person Data) to replace the traditional term AMD 
(antemortem data).  

− UPD (Unidentified Person Data) to replace the traditional term 
PMD (postmortem data) when referring to individuals (alive or dead) 
whose identity is unknown. Postmortem data are only one part of this 
broader category when reliable proof of death has been confirmed. 

3.2.2. Preliminary investigation 
The preliminary investigation (initiated by the competent mandated 

authorities) is the basis for the identification task and focuses on col-
lecting background information about events, the missing and uniden-
tified persons. It consists in formulating a hypothesis related to the 
investigation of the possible persons’ identities (lists of missing and/or 
dead persons), the place in which they may be found (alive or dead), and 
the reconstruction of the events since they went missing. Any contex-
tualization is derived from the investigation. Understanding the context 
at the moment of the disappearance should be inherent to any operation 
(e.g. political situation, security situation, groups operating in the zone 
in case of conflicts, migration routes, original migration purpose and 
destination, etc.). 

Although generally regarded as the first step in forensic investiga-
tion, background research can begin at any time, although the sooner it 
begins, the better, and should continue until the missing person is 
identified and no longer missing. Outcomes of the identification process 
for certain cases can also contribute to the investigation of other cases. 

There are many sources from where such information is collected 
and the type, availability and access to them depends on the context in 
which the events took place and authority to access that information. 
The protection of personal information [9] has become more important 
in recent years thereby requiring justification for its release to a 
requesting party. 

Sources of background information can be grouped into several 
categories:  

− Written sources: including personal documentation, letters, social 
media sites, school and employment documentation, military and 
police reports or files, autopsy reports, judiciary investigations, NGO 
reports, reports by political organizations, fingerprint data files of 
dead bodies and missing persons, birth, marriage and death certifi-
cates hospital admission books, morgue and cemetery registers, dead 
body removal forms, intelligence reports, press releases, police/ 

military interrogation reports, media records and reports, petitions 
by family members to national or international organizations (e.g. 
habeas corpus after an arrest), medical and dental records, etc.  

− Oral sources: including statements by or interviews with witnesses, 
relatives, informants, fellow members of militant groups, fellow 
students or professional colleagues, physicians or dentists who might 
have assisted the missing person, hospital personnel statements, etc., 
made at any stage  

− Audio-visual sources: including photographic, video graphic, audio, 
radiographic material of the missing persons and places related to 
the events (or the event itself) being investigated; street, aerial or 
satellite photography of the areas under investigation suspected or 
known anchor points in the missing persons routine; last known 
location to be seen alive, known point of abduction or place of 
disappearance; body dump sites; militia, police or military check-
points; migration routes; detention centres; illegal burials; refugee 
camps; etc. before and after the events concerned. 

− Social media and cyber-communication sources: especially impor-
tant in recent years due to increased use. These tools have expanded 
the social circle, creating networks and georeferencing people, which 
constitutes a valuable tool in their traceability. 

While conducting the search to locate the missing person, the efforts 
to reconstruct the whereabouts will also serve to provide families, 
communities and societies with an accurate account of the events (i.e. 
right to know, right to truth). The collection and recording of informa-
tion should therefore be thorough, detailed, and performed by trained 
individuals. 

3.2.3. Consolidation of the list of missing persons 
One of the main variables influencing the complexity in large-scale 

scenarios, and one of the major difficulties at the start of any investi-
gation of an event is to establish its scale or magnitude, that is, the 
number of individuals involved. A large number of individuals creates a 
challenging search and identification situation. 

Similarly, to the regular approach used in genetic analysis, the total 
number of missing/deceased persons related to an event has to be esti-
mated as accurately as possible to build the prior odds value, mandatory 
within the Bayesian framework on which the genetic statistics are based, 
in order to calculate the posterior odds or probability of identity. The 
prior odds adopted in a Bayesian approach should reflect the number of 
individuals in the event to properly define levels of identification cer-
tainty in the form of posterior probability [10,11]. 

To this end, it is desirable to estimate the likely number of in-
dividuals (missing and deceased persons), i.e. how many are they? Based 
on the various sources of information about an event(s), a list of missing 
persons and deceased bodies should be compiled for prioritizing activ-
ities in relation to initiating the search, i.e. who are they? Compiling a 
unified list of missing persons is one of the main challenges in the 
implementation of large-scale investigations anywhere. 

Directly after a large-scale event, shock and uncertainty of the 
whereabouts of loved ones can significantly inflate the number of re-
ported missing for several reasons, associated mostly with a failure of 
relatives to positively communicate with their loved ones. But the 
opposite can also occur when investigations are conducted years after an 
incident or series of events: the number of missing/dead persons is often 
underestimated, due to factors such as mobility, security, dispersed 
populations, lack of coordination among participating agencies, a non- 
existent or vague system for the reporting of disappearances, politici-
zation of an event, corruption and fraudulent motivations to report 
higher numbers of missing and dead, etc. In contexts of enforced dis-
appearances or migration, the fear of risk of prosecution or incarceration 
of the missing person may prevent relatives from contacting authorities. 

In general, after any event, there are many incomplete lists of victims 
(missing and deceased) made by different agencies and institutions, 
organizations of relatives, NGOs, etc. This can cause confusion and 
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errors if a complete list is not centralized or collated and systematically 
updated. It is very important that the system of data collection precludes 
duplicate cases from being reported. The simple act of misspelling a 
name can cause the duplication of a single missing persons if reported by 
two different people. 

The starting point (and challenge) is to create a unified list of names 
of those reported to be victims as exhaustive as possible, centralized and 
consolidated among all the institutions and organizations involved in 
the investigation. 

This process is dynamic, and the list should be the compilation of all 
reported cases, including and distinguishing their status (see section 
3.2.5), through competent case management. It requires verification 
that accurate methods of collection were conducted. 

Irrespective of whether the situation is a routine missing person 
report or a large-scale event, every person reported as missing should be 
assigned a Unique File Number (UFN). This is essential for quantifi-
cation purposes and allows for tracking/traceability of professional 
management of all associated file material effective communication 
exchange between investigators, investigators and families, and 
agencies; and maintaining an established means of managing physical 
evidence. A UFN ensures that everybody is speaking the same language 
and referring the correct case and related information. Even in the case 
of homonyms with same date of birth, the UFN allows for separate files 
for each individual. 

Missing person cases are best managed in a centralized registry for 
systematic case management procedures, linkages to other persons 
(missing, dead, survivors/witnesses, perpetrators, etc.) and events, and 
comparison against unidentified persons and dead bodies that already 
have been reported or are still to be reported (e.g. registries from hos-
pitals, detention centres, refugee camps, etc). Being aware that this 
centralization is highly complex to implement in most contexts, we must 
emphasize its importance and the benefits of its implementation (see 
Sections 4 and 5). 

This unique number is also important to register kinship when taking 
biological reference samples from relatives for genetic analysis, since in 
addition to the problems described above, the same sample may have to 
be used for several missing biological relatives; therefore, the sample 
number will be insufficient to refer to each specific kinship. Each bio-
logical reference sample (BRS), coded with the donor’s unique number, 
needs to be associated with the missing person through the UFN with 
which they have been coded, indicating their biological kinship as well. 

For example, let us consider the case of a woman who donates a 
biological reference sample (coded as BRS 3890) for a genetic analysis to 
be carried out in relation to two missing biological relatives, her 
daughter (UFN 12345) and her sister (UFN 45678). Recording the kin-
ships associated to that sample will be more straightforward: e.g. Sample 
BRS 3890: mother of UFN 12345 and sister of UFN 45678. 

This will help traceability, a correct link to the individual and the 
confidentiality of the information when sending the sample to the ge-
netic lab. Additionally, the UFN should be associated to the status of the 
person (missing, deceased, survivor, etc.) to maximize the possibilities 
of quantification and traceability. 

Consolidation of the list of missing persons will also facilitate rele-
vant entities to know who their relatives are, and what are their specific 
needs. This will also facilitate the required integrated approach 
throughout the investigation and identification processes and the sup-
port to families of the missing persons. 

3.2.4. Collection of information on the missing person from different 
sources 

It is necessary to gather detailed information on the missing person 
(MP) with the purpose of creating a MP case file that integrates their 
biological and social background and represents the minimum set of 
information that should be collected and archived about the MP (Archivo 
Básico de la Persona Desaparecida in Spanish). This MP case file includes 
the missing person data (MPD) collected from different (oral, audio-visual 

and written) sources, and to be analysed throughout the investigation 
and/or (in the event of death) properly compared against the informa-
tion on unidentified persons data (UPD) during the identification phase. 

This collection of information will help reconstruct the physical and 
medical profiles, family information, lifestyle habits, relationships be-
tween and among other persons, as well as the circumstantial and 
contextual information related to their disappearance. 

When collecting information about a missing person, it is important 
to recognize that it is not known what features, characteristics or sec-
ondary information will be compared during the identification process. 
Hence, the quality and quantity of information collected becomes 
crucial when evaluating potential matches to unidentified persons and 
dead bodies. 

As part of the personal background (who is the MP?), it is necessary to 
collect as much detailed information as possible regarding the following:  

- Any official or reliable identification documentation of the missing 
person: national identification card, passport, driver’s license, birth 
certificate, employment security access card, death certificate (if 
any), etc., which will be electronically stored (after scanning or 
photographing) in the missing person casefile. 

- Biological and physical background: biological profile (which in-
cludes sex, age, height), ethnic affiliation, distinct physical features 
(specific marks, complexion, morphological traits, etc.), physical 
activity, genealogy descriptions, medical history and dental charts. It 
is important to gather photographic material, medical and dental 
radiographs, dental casts, fingerprints, etc., which will be ideally 
electronically uploaded to the missing person casefile. 

- Social history/lifestyle: professional, academic and political back-
ground (if any) and associations of the missing person, relationship 
with other potential witnesses, missing, deceased, nicknames or 
political aliases, recreational and sport activities, etc. Increasingly, 
the use of social media can heavily contribute to the understanding 
of the missing person’s last communications and activities. 

In some contexts there may be a lack of medical or dental records due 
to a number of factors, such as limited or no access of the population to 
health services, destruction of archives after a period of time, poor 
quality records, loss or destruction of records as a result of the incident. 

In these circumstances much of this information can only be gathered 
from interviews of the individual’s family members or close relations, 
appreciating the loss of accuracy and veracity that this often entails. 

Interviews must include technical and investigative aspects and are 
of utmost importance in the search for and the identification of the 
missing. Therefore, the interviewer should enhance the quality and 
quantity aspects of the information collected. 

During the interviews it is fundamental to respect the cultural and 
religious context of the witnesses and relatives, building to the extent 
possible a relationship based on trust and care for their confidentiality 
and security. Sadly, it is routinely witnessed that in haste to obtain in-
formation interviewers have failed to recognize that the time, place and 
manner of the interview can not only be inappropriate but also put in 
danger the interviewees’ security. Furthermore, unique features and 
personal experiences of a sensitive nature may yield very high value but 
are unlikely to be shared by relatives if the level of trust and confidence 
in the process hasn’t been met for open dialogue. 

It is essential to develop adequate mechanisms to gather information, 
with trained staff and protection of the confidentiality and security of 
witnesses. In general, it is advisable to conduct interviews with several 
family members and close relations of the individuals, if possible, 
holding more than one meeting (suitable in terms of when and where), 
using specific standardized technical forms and staff trained and men-
tored in their use. Standards on data protection must be followed, and 
for humanitarian activities, the Handbook on data protection in hu-
manitarian action [12] contains recommendations to process sensitive 
data. In practice, interviewers have the responsibility to obtain informed 
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consent from the interviewee after explaining clearly what the collected 
data will be used for, and to whom it might be shared, in accordance 
with the local regulations and the mandate of the collecting entity. 

The collection of Biological Reference Samples (BRS, e.g. blood/ 
saliva) from relatives for forensic genetic analysis purposes requires a 
clear strategy encompassing the following aspects:  

• Assessing and defining the most adequate moment to start the 
collection of samples in line and in accordance with the process of 
the Search given the context (conflict, OSV, migration, etc). 

• Addressing legal and ethical aspects involved with the families giv-
ing their consent to conduct genetic studies, ensuring confidentiality 
and restricted access to the information collected [13,14]. This 
include the clear understanding from the families about their data 
protection right (use of the sample, destruction on demand, etc.).  

• Considering cultural and religious aspects regarding the collection of 
biological samples, including social dimensions of ascribing family 
kinship. Among cultural aspects, it is necessary to highlight the need 
to assess the concept and understanding of biological relations vs 
social relations in many populations, as a lack of distinction can later 
challenge the correct interpretation in the genetic matching.  

• Ensuring technical conditions and capacities to collect, store and 
process samples as well as the available resources, including proper 
referential and statistical tools for analysis, reporting and doc-
umenting results in line with international accepted standards [15].  

• Ensuring a clear policy for managing incidental findings related to 
discrepancies in kinship (misattributed parentage). In this sense, “… 
In cases where an instance of non-paternity is discovered during the 
identification effort, this should not be disclosed to the family members” 
[19]. In other words, a policy of non-disclosure of incidental findings 
is recommended [16]. 

More information on the collection of BRS can be found in the Good 
Practice Guide for the Use of Forensic Genetics in Investigations into 
Human Rights and International Humanitarian Law Violations [17]. 

3.2.5. Data collection and analysis related to the whereabouts of the 
missing person 

This section addresses the importance of looking at the Search pro-
cess of a missing person through the perspective of mobility: both in 
terms of space and time, but also in relation to changes in the status of 
the sought persons. This includes the key concept that after this inves-
tigative step there will be more information that will enable orienting 
the efforts towards searching for either a living person (health facilities, 
detention centres, refugee camps, centres of adoption, human trafficking 
networks, illegal immigration routes, border or immigration services 
interaction etc.) or a deceased person (mass fatality incident, hospitals, 
morgues, cemeteries, informal or clandestine graves, etc.). 

Moreover, information should be gathered about the events and 
contexts in which the disappearances and/or deaths took place (where 
are they? what happened to them?), so as to include as much detailed data 
as possible on the circumstances of the disappearance and/or death, 
geographical-temporal location, chronological follow-up (if other events 
took place over time), legal, administrative or social actions undertaken 
by the individuals’ relatives and/or close relationships (habeas corpus, 
petitions on disappearances, paid press releases), etc. 

The search and the identification of missing persons in any context 
(routine casework, conflict, post-conflict, mass disaster, migration and 
OSV) is a dynamic process. Therefore, it is important to consider two 
key factors: status and mobility of the missing person. 

A person may change their status multiple times since the last time 
they were seen: not localized, arrested, missing, subject to enforced 
disappearance in clandestine conditions, voluntary absence, witness, 
presumed dead, known dead regardless of finding the remains, identi-
fied body but unclaimed, etc. Such variety and changes throughout the 
Search process make it impossible in most cases to select a priori a single 

line of investigation, meaning it is important to consider all possibilities 
regarding status in the preliminary investigation stage. It is important to 
record this state, and any changes, throughout the investigation in the 
MP casefile, together with the date of update for traceability, 
networking and quantification. 

The concept of mobility refers to the physical displacement of per-
sons during the investigation, i.e. geographical-temporal or geo- 
temporal changes. This is fundamental in cases of abductions, human 
trafficking, migration, forced displacement and detention centres cir-
cuits, etc. 

The combination of status and geo-temporal mobility of the missing 
person is of great help for follow-up and traceability purposes, rendering 
the investigation and identification processes more dynamic and 
enabling to better formulate lines of investigation, expand the compar-
ison criteria, create hypotheses on the location of the missing person, 
reconstruct networks (e.g. interactions with others who disappeared), 
location of sites (mapping of human remains sites), and of unidentified 
persons. This whole issue regards the reconstruction of networks and 
exploiting non-explicit relationships between the sought person and 
other persons. 

During the investigation and identification steps, in addition to 
properly collecting information, it is imperative to underscore the 
importance of information analysis; collecting information is not syn-
onymous with analysing it. Both aspects are essential to the process. 

The mapping of a missing person, as a key concept for an effective 
search in open population events, should not be confused with the 
mapping of sites potentially containing human remains. This is a 
broader concept referring to the follow-up and traceability of the 
missing person within a framework of a dynamic investigation, incor-
porating the analysis of the contextual information throughout the 
Search process. 

In this sense, disciplines such as physics, mathematics, geology and 
engineering, are very useful as information analysis tools and can be 
used to generate lines of investigation and evidence, for example, in 
establishing hypotheses of identity, the analysis of networks (relation-
ships between missing persons, circuits of detention centres, relation 
between detention centres, refugee sites and burial sites, circuits of dead 
bodies when recovered, transported and disposed of during or after the 
events, etc.), hot spots maps (key points in migration routes, places of 
executions, human remains deposits, etc.). Mathematical models enable 
predictions or prioritization of some persons more likely to be connected 
to specific events for identification purposes [5,18,19]. The goal is not 
only to reach an identification but rather a timely one that reduces the 
missing person’s exposure to risk of harm, while also ensuring their 
prompt return or communication with family to reduce their suffering 
and uncertainty. 

The use of networks can be applied to exploit explicit and non- 
explicit relationships among individuals, i.e. connecting patterns that 
link individuals through mathematical models (e.g. places and dates of 
last seen, death, etc). If such patterns exist for a particular event, these 
models can shed light on which variables may be relevant to understand 
the dynamics of the case and to reconstruct a journey (whereabouts). 
That will have a weight in the identification, understanding that 
“context is proof”. 

In many investigation contexts, incomplete information com-
pounded by a lack of transmissibility mechanisms and coordination 
between governmental and non-governmental agencies or even 
different departments or areas at an intra-institutional level, hinders the 
process of information comparison and analysis. Likewise, information 
that is often adequately collected and registered in centralized re-
positories, but not comprehensively analysed, renders all efforts point-
less and ultimately increases the number of missing persons. 

Information analysis should be, as far as possible, multidisciplinary 
and coordinated. Therefore, we emphasize the importance of generating 
mechanisms for the collection, recording and comprehensive analysis of 
information in a centralized, multi-agency, multidisciplinary and 
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coordinated manner with appropriate data protection policy. 

3.2.6. Location of unidentified persons (UP) 
Revealing the location of unidentified persons (alive or dead) is also 

an integral part of the Search process explained above. The outcome of 
this process will be the documentation/mapping of sites where living 
people and/or human remains whose identity has not been established 
are located, which will allow a subsequent forensic plan to be estab-
lished for the collection of information about them (examination of 
living persons, recovery and examination of remains). This process in-
cludes, but is not limited to, the search for unidentified persons in 
detention centres, hospitals, refugee camps, migrant and refugee 
reception and detention centres, mortuaries, human remains sites and 
burials. 

The elaboration of a list of non-identified persons is an important 
starting point in the identification process and, therefore, in determining 
the fate of the missing persons. In some scenarios, this list will be limited 
in accuracy (e.g. in mass graves of commingled remains where only a 
minimum number of individuals or MNI can be established) and should 
be dynamically reassessed along the analytical process. 

Similar to the procedures described above for missing persons, the 
goal is to create a unified list of unidentified persons (living or dead) and 
sites as exhaustive as possible, centralized and consolidated among all 
the institutions and organizations involved in the investigation, with a 
UFN associated, for the sake of traceability and quantification of cases. 

As for missing persons, it is necessary to systematically collect, 
document and record (preferably centralized) information on uniden-
tified persons, location, and human remains site mapping (in the event 
of death), in order to plan a subsequent forensic intervention aimed at 
the actual recovery and examination. 

This investigation will allow to address the Search process in both 
directions, from the missing person to their location (hypothesis of 
where the missing person might be) and from the unidentified person to 
their identification. 

Depending on the context it is important to proceed with security 
measures to protect the person and/or the area where human remains 
can be found, as a prevention of further damage. 

3.3. Collection of unidentified persons data 

Accurate personal identification in a forensic context is, given the 
humanitarian and legal (civil or criminal) implications, one of the main 
challenges usually faced by forensic practitioners. Personal identifica-
tion commonly concerns unknown decedents. However, forensic prac-
titioners frequently deal with the identification of living persons as in 
cases of illegal migration, human trafficking, child abduction or mental 
conditions (e.g. Alzheimer, psychological trauma, etc. The field of the 
identification of the living related to criminal jurisdiction through bio-
metric will not be developed in this document). 

As has been stated earlier, identification is a mechanism of com-
parison between information about the person being searched for 
against the person/remains whose identity is to be confirmed. 

Accordingly, as part of the identification steps, it is necessary to 
gather detailed information on the unidentified person (UP) with the 
purpose of creating an UP Casefile that integrates their biological 
(resulting from the forensic examination) and background (resulting 
from the investigation and the recovery) information. 

If the person is alive, the basic UP Casefile contains: 

• Review of the circumstances that led to their status as an Unidenti-
fied Person: information collected during the investigation described 
above.  

• Personal interview with the Unidentified Person.  
• Forensic examinations and documentation: must include both 

physical (i.e. fingerprints, photographs, biological sampling, etc.) 
and psychological aspects, as well as related personal effects. It also 

requires an enquiry into personal property, specifically communi-
cation and electronic devices (mobile phones, computers, etc). 

If the person is not alive, the basic UP Casefile contains: 

• Review of the circumstances that led to their status as an Unidenti-
fied Person: information collected during the investigation described 
above.  

• Information on the recovery of all human remains in situ, including 
detailed information on location.  

• Forensic examinations (human remains and personal effects) and 
documentation. Includes fingerprints if possible, photographs and 
collection of biological samples).  

• Information on the cause, manner and circumstances of death.  
• It also requires an enquiry into personal property, specifically 

communication and electronic devices (mobile phones, computers, 
etc) 

In any setting, the recovery of human remains is a destructive pro-
cess, and consequently is unique, irreversible and unrepeatable. Once 
the recovery is completed, that site is modified forever. Therefore, it is 
critical that human remains be recovered properly, and procedures and 
evidence documented thoroughly. This should also be well coordinated 
to ensure that all mandates, including criminal and humanitarian, are 
both respected and accommodated in a sequential set of legally admis-
sible processes. 

Forensic recovery must be done by specially trained experts 
(forensic archaeologists, anthropologists, criminalists, etc.). Proper re-
covery makes possible, among other things:  

• The compliance with judicial frameworks, including criminal 
investigative evidentiary processes  

• The fulfilment of humanitarian outcomes, such as determining fate 
and whereabout of the missing person by accurate forensic identifi-
cation of human remains  

• The collection (and preservation) of all physical evidence (biological 
and non-biological).  

• The mapping and documentation of findings.  
• The interpretation of the site.  
• The minimizing of commingling and postmortem damage to the 

evidence  
• The proper labelling, securing and handling of evidence.  
• The measures of quality control and quality assurance of the process.  
• The traceability of the evidence, following a proper chain of custody. 

An improper recovery and handling of human remains and associ-
ated evidence can result in the loss of important data and thus seriously 
undermine the forensic investigation and be extremely traumatic for 
families. 

In the same way, forensic examinations must be done by trained 
personnel (forensic pathologists, anthropologists, odontologists, crime 
scene officers, forensic technicians, etc.) who gather information on the 
unidentified person and related evidence (UPD-Unidentified Person 
Data) and includes the following types of information:  

• Physical description, including biological profile (age, sex, height, 
ancestry) and distinguishing features oriented to record individual-
izing characteristics that may contribute to the characterization of 
the individual (tattoos, scars, birthmarks, deformities, piercings, 
etc).  

• Medical and dental data, especially radiographic records (fractures, 
diseases, surgical interventions, dental treatment, missing teeth, etc.)  

• Psychological evaluation (in case of living persons).  
• Assessment of trauma and mechanisms of injury.  
• Cause and manner of death. 
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• Fingerprint information (to be considered according to the context of 
the case)  

• Sampling for further analyses to be considered according to the 
context of the case (i.e. genetic analysis, toxicological analysis, etc.)  

• Clothes and items found with the UP. 

Here, characterization refers to the building up a possible profile of 
the individual based on inferences from the physical findings (clothing 
and personal belongings) and circumstances of finding of the unidenti-
fied individual. This allows development of hypotheses about which 
group of individuals the unidentified person could belong to. When 
available information does not permit a presumption of identity or a 
confirmed identification, this characterization or profiling contributes to 
the initial steps of the investigation and is sometimes the only starting 
point for the case. 

The Revised Minnesota Protocol (2016) [20] and the Istanbul Protocol 
(2004) [21] are recommended as international standards for procedures 
related to recovery and forensic examination of living persons and 
human remains. 

3.4. The identification process 

3.4.1. General aspects 
Unlike the investigation of a missing person’s whereabouts, clarifi-

cation of the fate requires the identification of a body (alive or dead). 
In this regard, there are many definitions of the term identification. 

Most of them regard identification as an action (not as a fact) that needs 
to be founded or proved. 

We could define identification as “the individualization of a person to 
determine who they are”. This can be applied to living persons as well as 
human remains (in any state of preservation) when their identity is 
unconfirmed or unknown and implies the allocation of the correct 
name/identity to an unidentified person. 

In the last twenty years, we have seen the development of new 
technologies, as well as an improvement of existing ones, that have 
allowed achievements in human identification that would have been 
impossible before. 

Over the years it has been observed an evident lack of professionals 
and expertise in some of the forensic disciplines such as archaeology, 
anthropology and odontology that is contrasted to a tendency not only 
from the forensic community but from states, on visual recognition and 
forensic genetics as identification methods applicable to thousands of 
cases related to unidentified human remains, undermining efforts to 
implement a comprehensive and integrated approach to establish 
identities. Furthermore, forensic information management systems are 
weak if at all developed and implemented. This includes not only the 
collection and safeguarding data from missing persons but also infor-
mation about the final disposition and in particular of unidentified 
human remains. 

Nowadays, one of the lessons learned is that any forensic specialty 
must follow international best practices to achieve an accurate, reliable 
and credible identification of human remains and withstand peer re-
view. All these aspects become even more relevant in Disaster Victim 
Identification (DVI)/Missing Persons Identification (MPI) scenarios that 
involve handling large number of bodies or human remains, samples and 
data, as well as several families affected. 

Given the complexity of most cases in these contexts, if procedures 
do not follow scientific standards for the implementation, analysis and 
interpretation of any technique, within a legal framework, there is a 
high potential risk of misidentifications, bodies remaining unidentified, 
mis-associations of commingled body parts, remains handed over to 
wrong families, etc. Such consequences have a devastating impact on the 
families of missing persons, on the reliability of the institutions in charge 
and on communities and societies. 

It is necessary to deconstruct the concept of identification frequently 
used, in a narrow sense, as synonym of the technique applied to reach 

the conclusion (e.g. genetic identification, dental identification, etc.), to 
a broader comprehensive, holistic, integral and multidisciplinary 
approach. 

3.4.2. Legal aspects 
The right to an identity is enshrined in several international human 

rights, international humanitarian law instruments, International 
Disaster Response Law and in several United Nations resolutions [22]. In 
this regard, major human rights and international humanitarian law 
treaties address the obligation of the states to allocate all necessary re-
sources to effectively investigate serious human rights violations (see for 
example the ICRC legal factsheet “Humanity after life: Respecting and 
Protecting the Dead” [23]). Compliance with this obligation involves 
actions directed at identifying persons with the purpose of establishing 
their fate and circumstances of disappearance and restoring their iden-
tity [13]. 

The legal framework for the investigation of deaths should ensure 
that identification is mandatory regardless of the cause and circum-
stances of death. In this way, it should be possible from a public policy 
perspective to guarantee that all deceased citizens are duly identified. 
The responsible authorities should have the necessary resources to 
include in the medico-legal system the structure responsible for identi-
fying deceased persons. In the same way, the institutions and structures 
responsible for the identification of deceased persons may articulate in 
their institutional policies the dimension of the families of deceased 
persons to ensure that their demands will be properly attended to and 
managed. 

In contexts of serious human rights and international humanitarian 
law violations involving cases of appropriation of persons and identity 
theft, the states’ obligation includes, pursuant to international law, re- 
establishing the identity to the persons who have been deprived of it. 
In this regard, this obligation exists independently of the time passed 
since the identity theft took place [30]. This may require the identifi-
cation of missing persons within the framework of international or na-
tional armed conflicts. This is essential to guarantee the right to know 
for the persons and society at large. 

Forensic sciences have been considered as a useful tool to support, 
and in some cases to force, States meet their obligations of ensuring the 
effective exercise of the right to an identity in contexts of human rights 
and international humanitarian law violations (e.g. enforced disap-
pearance, appropriation, and/or identity theft). 

Within this international legal framework, as well as based on case- 
law decisions made by different national courts, States are obliged to set 
up mechanisms enabling the effective search for and identification of 
victims of enforced disappearance [24]. 

Some forensic investigations, especially in the frame of law 
enforcement agencies investigating large-scale cases, focus on ascer-
taining the “categorical identification” [25] of the individual, such as 
the ethnicity, religion, biological profile, and the cause and manner of 
death. Categorical identification is a necessity in any prosecution of a 
large-scale crime, since the prosecution need to demonstrate that a 
crime was committed “beyond reasonable doubt” and without detailing 
everyone and single individual. However, once these attributes have 
been established, the “individual identification” of the person should be 
addressed, to meet the rights of the families and the individual. 

In law enforcement cases, establishing the identification of an un-
identified person requires that all pertinent evidence is collected, 
documented, analysed and preserved in a manner that will render it 
admissible to a court. The management of any evidence admitted must 
withstand the legal test of challenge. Equally, all scientific techniques 
applied, and the subsequent interpretations derived, must be 
defendable. 

Even in deaths that are not linked to criminal investigations (most 
deaths are not murders and the associated evidence in non-criminal 
deaths is not routinely presented in court), the same strict policies and 
practices must be adhered to ensure that the forensic identification is 
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reliable and the conclusion accurate. After all, identification contributes 
to resolution of other legal proceedings; provides clarity surrounding the 
death in response to community safety and security concerns, contrib-
utes to vital statistics, and, most importantly, satisfies the humanitarian 
needs of surviving families: their right to know the fate of a disappeared 
or dead love one. 

Despite the wide range of scientific and technical means available, 
the identification is made ultimately by persons [26] using the scientific 
method to analyse and interpret different aspects of the case to reach a 
conclusion. To this end, the reliability of each finding must be assessed 
and weighed to formulate a conclusion. 

The final decision involving an identification is legal, for which 
reason it should be made by authorities with competence in the matter 
(legal identification) [27]. Whenever possible, this legal decision must 
be supported by a series of lines of evidence, among which are the 
conclusions reached at the technical or forensic level (technical iden-
tification). In other words, legal identifications are validated by a 
competent authority based on the technical opinion or technical deci-
sion of experts (technical identification). This expert opinion should be 
provided in the form of an Integrated Forensic Identification Report (see 
3.4.6) or series of reports. 

3.4.3. Social aspects 
Identity refers to the relationship between a name and a physical 

body, but it also encompasses the social ties that bind a person to a place, 
a time, and most importantly, to other persons [28]. In this sense, in the 
identification process should consider not only the technical challenges, 
but also the political and social complexities and their meaning. 

The Search and, therefore, the identification task will be affected by 
the political, economic and social context in which the investigation 
takes place. These specific circumstances and their meaning must be 
considered when undertaking missing persons identifications. 

In establishing the identity of an unidentified person, there are 
several levels of recognition: 

1. Technical and legal level, mentioned above, where the individu-
alization and correct name of the person are attributed. This is the 
initial act of recognition and reattaches the individual identity to a 
body (alive or dead, physical or documentary).  

2. Family level, in which the relatives accept (or reject) the evidence of 
identification of the missing person; it is a subjective process whereby 
the family decides to accept or reject the attributed identity.  

3. Community/social level, i.e. the collective recognition of the 
missing and their identification. 

It is important to highlight the need for the forensic identification to 
be legal, credible and legitimate to ensure acceptance at every level. 

There are multiple examples internationally where accurate and 
reliable identifications (from the technical and legal point of view) were 
reached but were not accepted by the families due to the lack of credi-
bility of the institutions in charge of the identification. In other contexts, 
political manipulation of the information at the social level challenged 
identifications already accepted at the legal and family level. 

Without credibility, legality and legitimacy at all levels the identi-
fication will be seriously challenged. It is necessary to build trust and 
ensure the legitimacy of the operations, not only for the families 
themselves but also for communities and civil society as a whole [29]. 

3.4.4. Methodological aspects 
As mentioned throughout this document, during the identification 

process it is necessary to compare information concerning the missing 
person on one hand, and the unidentified person (alive/deceased) on the 
other. This information will be in the form of independent data sets or 
lines of evidence with different weights in terms of their individualizing 
power. 

When conducting a routine death investigation, three key 

investigative elements are considered: the scene, the body and the cir-
cumstances of death. These elements will assist investigators in deter-
mining who, where, when, how and by what means a person died. The 
“who” refers to the legal identity of the deceased. In most cases involving 
recently deceased persons, this requirement is satisfied by visual 
recognition or in certain contexts by fingerprint, dental or DNA 
matching. However, not all deceased persons are in a visually recog-
nizable condition and fingerprints are not always preserved. A multi-
disciplinary, scientific approach may be required to establish a 
scientific-based identity before a legal confirmation of identification is 
made. This is particularly more common in mass fatality events, in 
contexts such as migration, ongoing conflict and OSV where a multitude 
of factors can lead to large numbers of missing persons cases. It is these 
situations that emphasize the importance that the preliminary investi-
gation, recovery and examination of dead bodies are completed 
following a holistic, integrated and multidisciplinary approach that 
considers all evidence and available information for comparison 
purposes. 

The following sections include an explanation of the analysis and 
comparison of data —lines of evidence— allowing for the narrowing 
down of possible identities or reaching conclusive results in terms of 
either identification or exclusion. It also refers to the link between this 
stage of the process and the preliminary investigations/analysis of the 
context, and the formulation of a hypothesis of identity. 

In this sense, the identification procedures will follow different 
stages or components, from the methodological point of view (see Fig. 1) 
which will be set forth in the next sections. 

3.4.4.1. Lines of evidence for identification purposes. We have defined the 
lines of evidence as independent comparable data sets from various 
types of information that tend to confirm or refute a hypothesis of 
identity to support any conclusion (or narrow down the list of possible 
candidates). They refer, therefore, to any comparable data, not only 
dactyloscopic (fingerprints), dental, genetic or medical information, but 
also contextual information of the case (e.g. circumstances of disap-
pearance/finding, geographical-temporal data, relationships with other 
related persons, etc.), biological profiles, personal belongings, individ-
ualizing features, etc. Each comparable data set between the person 
sought and the person to be identified may point to a line of evidence 
that can either support an identity hypothesis in case of agreement or 
reject it in case of unexplainable inconsistencies or discrepancies (see 
section 3.4.4.2). 

The types of information most commonly used in human identifi-
cation, which may produce comparable data that may constitute lines of 
evidence, include the following:  

• Contextual or background information from the recent, ongoing or 
historical investigation (context and circumstances of disappear-
ance/find).  

• Visual recognition 
• Documentation and identification tags (often referred to in the mil-

itary as “Dog Tags”)  
• Fingerprints  
• Radiological data  
• Dental data  
• Genetic data  
• Biological profile and physical information  
• Individualizing features (tattoos, scars, piercings, etc.)  
• medical/health conditions  
• personal belongings and clothing 

There is a strong link between this stage of the process and the 
preliminary investigations/analysis of the context, and formulation of 
hypothesis, i.e. the comparison of data resulting from the historical 
investigation of the case carries specific weight (specific for each case) as 
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a line of evidence to support an identification. 
However, not all information has the same probative value or weight 

in the final decision. A match between the colour of the hair of a person 
sought and that of an unidentified body doesn’t hold the same weight as 
a fingerprint or a genetic profile (characteristic versus individualistic). 
Therefore, it is necessary to consider a second component: the weight or 
power of discrimination of each line of evidence. The discrimination 
weight of each line of evidence is given by the individualizing capacity 
of that type of comparable data or information, that is, by the ability to 
exclude more candidates than others in the universe of the persons 
sought and thus reduce the amount of possible identities. 

Various lines of evidence have different weight or power of 
discrimination (individualization). A line of evidence can be of enor-
mous weight in an identification to the extent that it can correctly 
exclude all other possible candidates. Some techniques are highly indi-
vidualizing (e.g. nuclear genetic markers, dental radiographic compar-
ison, fingerprint comparison, etc.). Other lines of evidence, although less 
probative, can contribute significantly to the overall consistency of the 
case and to the exclusion of incompatible candidates (e.g., biological 
profile, geo-temporal information, medical information, etc). 

The individualizing power of a comparison of fingerprints (dactylo-
scopy), for example, is greater than that of comparing the biological 

profile or the personal belongings associated with a person to be iden-
tified. However, no specific line of evidence should be considered 
mandatory a priori before evaluating the case and deciding accordingly 
on the most appropriate techniques to apply. It is not uncommon to find 
contexts where the authorities request or order a genetic test without 
first investigating the type of case, whether there are reports of missing 
persons, the availability of comparative samples, etc. which affects the 
process in terms of time and resources, since not all cases require (or are 
solvable through) the use of a specific technique. 

When it comes to forensic genetic analysis, the main challenges 
observed are related with the mismanagement of its statistics (e.g. 
estimating posterior probability when lacking contextual or anthropo-
logical data), and the lack of quality system in place that might affect 
sample traceability and cross-contamination. Also, new technologies are 
rapidly evolving in this area but their use are not always framed with a 
validation of the population panels in place for Missing Person Identi-
fication or informative panels (such as ancestry or phenotyping). In the 
scope of a comprehensive identification process in large scale events, the 
costs of these analyses are also a challenge. 

Therefore, best practices encompass the need for an integration of 
scientific data and the contextual information as part of the formulation 
of hypotheses and statistical evaluation of the case. All forensic 

Fig. 1. Flow chart of the sequence of steps and decisions needed in the identification process.  
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specialties considered in a multidisciplinary approach should follow 
international best practices to achieve an accurate identification of the 
human remains, with a particular attention to scenarios involving a 
large number of samples, and usually dealing with poor quality of MPD. 
Given the complexity of the majority of cases in these contexts, if the 
standards for the implementation, analysis and interpretation are not 
followed, there is a significant risk of misidentifications or mis- 
associations of skeletal elements as has been evidenced in the past 
[30]. Such consequences have a devastating impact on the families of 
the missing persons. 

It is not possible to predict in advance which or how many lines of 
evidence will be necessary to resolve a case (see section 3.4.4.3). The 
amount and type of information to be collected, as well as the techniques 
or laboratory tests to be used in a case, should be selected based on their 
relevance to the context, reliability, the type of case, its complexity, the 
availability of comparable information from both the missing person 
and the unidentified person and the feasibility of obtaining and using it, 
and the condition of the remains requiring future identification efforts. 

An incomplete but identified body must also be assessed when 
deciding what lines of evidence are still required for future identification 
of outstanding parts. For instance, an incomplete body identified by 
fingerprints but missing a lower limb will require other lines of evidence 
to be retained for the subsequent identification and reunification of the 
recovered lower limb in days, weeks, months or even years later. In this 
case creating a DNA profile in addition to having the fingerprints of the 
identified body for future comparison to reported incomplete body parts 
would be strongly advisable prior to the body being returned to family or 
buried. The same applies to retention of other comparative data, such as 
radiography, dental records, etc. hence once again the importance of 
collecting and recording all Missing Persons and Unidentified Persons 
information for future identification purposes of incomplete remains 
and body parts in a centralized information management system. 

Supporting the identification with multiple lines of evidence relies 
on investigators looking beyond the biological features to secure reliable 
comparative data. Collecting circumstantial information is extremely 

important and must be used in combination with all other scientific lines 
of evidence to support a given conclusion: identification, inconclusive or 
exclusion (see sections 3.4.4.3 and 3.4.5). This means that the time, 
date, place and all factors of an incident must be gathered from the 
sources and included in the comparison process. 

The more reliable and credible information collected, the greater the 
likelihood to detect administrative errors and misinterpretations made 
in some of the lines of evidence that could lead to a misidentification or 
no identification. 

3.4.4.2. Analysis and comparison of information (matching process). The 
process of comparing information with the purpose of finding evidence 
that supports or excludes an identification consists of looking for ho-
mologous data pairs, e.g. data pairs of the same nature (e.g. sex, age, 
date the person went missing versus date an unidentified person or 
human remains were found, etc. see Table 1), with the aim of estab-
lishing their compatibility (consistency) or discrepancy 
(inconsistency). 

As mentioned before, these homologous data pairs or lines of evi-
dence are contained both in the background (investigative) and tech-
nical information collected throughout the identification process. 

When making such comprehensive comparisons of the information, 
we can reach different outcomes: 

Compatibility: Compatible, matching, coincidental or consistent 
data. 

Relative or Explainable Inconsistencies/Discrepancies: Data that 
is incompatible, contradictory or inconsistent, but explainable through 
logical thinking. These inconsistencies do not contribute to an identifi-
cation decision, but do not put such decision into question either in 
absolute or excluding terms. 

Absolute or Excluding Inconsistencies/Discrepancies: Data that 
is incompatible, contradictory or inconsistent and, if confirmed, are 
unexplainable through logical thinking and exclude any possibility of an 
identification. 

Based on the weight of the line of evidence as well as the degree of 

Table 1 
Example of comparable data (lines of evidence). 
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reliability, compared information can lead to explainable discrepancies. 
For example, any slight difference between the age or height that the 
family remembered and reported and the estimated age or height in the 
forensic analysis of an unidentified person could be explained in mul-
tiple ways (a distorted memory, cultural variables, a methodological 
error in the technical estimation, etc.) This would involve a relative 
inconsistency. If, however, such difference is strong (once a recording 
error or loss of case traceability has been ruled out), it could involve an 
absolute inconsistency excluding the possibility of an identification. An 
example would be a missing tooth that is documented absent in the 
dental charts and in the radiographs of the missing person but is present 
in the unidentified person being compared. 

In some cases, an explainable inconsistency may hold less weight 
than the combined weight of all other consistencies and matches 
available through the analyses of all available lines of evidence. But in 
comparing multiple lines of evidence, several unexplainable discrep-
ancies must lead to reach a conclusion of exclusion. 

Therefore, during the comparison process it is necessary to consider 
all the information relevant to a case in a comprehensive manner. In 
other words, it is necessary to integrate and reconcile the different lines 
of evidence to increase certainty in the identification. 

3.4.4.3. Integrated reconciliation process. The evaluation of evidence 
and interpretation of results following the comparison of lines of evi-
dence (comparable data pairs) considering all the information relevant 
to a case is known as the Integrated Reconciliation Process. Inte-
grating and reconciling lines of evidence means to analyse all the in-
formation relevant to a case in a holistic or joint manner (comprehensive 
analysis), taking into account its compatibility or discrepancy in the 
comparative data concerning the missing person on the one hand, and 
the unidentified person on the other, while also giving consideration to 
the weight or individualizing power of each of them (e.g. stature versus 
biological sex versus personal belongings) according to the investiga-
tive/technical criteria (e.g. if recovery allowed to confirm the relation 
between artefacts and remains; if population allele frequencies is known 
and allows accurate genetic statistics, etc.). 

This holistic analysis or integrated reconciliation process involving 
all the information available that supports an identification (background 
information, recovery of physical evidence, forensic analyses, labora-
tory tests), should be based on more than one line of evidence, so that:  

1. The lines of evidence show consistency or compatibility.  
2. The lines of evidence lack absolute or excluding inconsistencies (or 

discrepancies).  
3. There are individualizing diagnostic traits (unique aspects, e.g. 

dental or osseous features compared through antemortem and 
postmortem radiographs, prosthetics with reference numbers, etc.) 
that allow the differentiation of a candidate from all other persons: 
enough weight or individualizing power. 

All three requirements must be fulfilled in order to reach an accurate 
conclusion in identification (see Fig. 2). 

As already stated, the selection or combination of lines of evidence 
will depend on the characteristics and complexity of the case under 
investigation. The identification process is not a rigid workflow; it is not 
possible to know beforehand how many lines of evidence will be needed 
in a given case, nor their type (technical or otherwise). As many lines of 
evidence as necessary will be used to determine an identification or 
exclusion with certainty. In the event there is not sufficient evidence (i.e. 
the result is inconclusive), a more thorough search for information 
should be made until it is possible to accurately support the conclusion. 

For example, the remains of an elderly woman were found in a house 
where an elderly woman lived (corroboration of identity or closed case) 
will demand fewer lines of investigation than remains that were found in 
a public space after an earthquake where thousands of individuals went 
missing and presumably died (open case). But even in simple cases (low 
number of well-preserved deceased), the identification should not rely 
solely on a single technique. 

Identifications in the context of incidents classified as open (for 
example, an earthquake in a city) will require more lines of evidence 
(and, therefore, a larger amount of comparable data, probably including 
laboratory techniques) with a greater individualization power than 
those in the framework of incidents classified as closed (such as 
confirmation of identity hypotheses, plane crashes, etc.). 

In the identification process it is not enough to include many 
compatible lines of evidence, but rather the comprehensive analysis of 
all of them to use as many points of concordance and unique traits to 
increase the degree of confidence in the match while simultaneously 
testing one’s confidence by actively seeking unexplainable discrepancies 
(Fig. 3). 

There is an inherent complacency and bias to find similarities to 
secure identifications, particularly in mass fatality incidents. It is as 
important to thoroughly find consistencies in the lines of evidence as it is 
to proactively seek out unexplainable inconsistencies to ensure objec-
tivity in the process [31]. In other words, we must challenge the results 
achieved in order to ensure that we reach an accurate conclusion. This 
must have sufficient individualizing power to arrive at a conclusion with 
certainty “beyond reasonable doubt”, that means there is only one 
possible candidate for this identification, excluding all others. In addi-
tion, there must not be any absolute or excluding inconsistency. 

In summary, the approach aims at including for consideration all 
available lines of evidence to support or refute the conclusion of the 
identification of an individual, taking into account the probative value 
of each of them. The probative value is thus related to the potential (or 
power) of a particular information (scientific or not scientific) to indi-
vidualize a specific person. This is given by the level of uniqueness that 
the particular piece of information has, so that it belongs to a given fact 
and there are no other possible options. 

This entails a paradigm shift from the classical approach of using 

Fig. 2. Requirements in the identification following a comprehensive approach.  
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scientific techniques (fingerprints, genetic analysis, dental or medical 
unique features) supported by non-scientific information of another 
kind. In the classical approach, an emphasis was placed only on the 
scientific techniques and the categories of identifiers (traditionally 
known as primary, secondary or tertiary identifiers), whereas we argue 
that the emphasis needs to be on the importance of consolidating mul-
tiple lines of evidence. 

The identification process usually includes both the construction of 
hypotheses of identity from the analysis of the information to be eval-
uated through different lines of evidence, and the reconciliation of the 
information resulting from the comparison of the missing person’s in-
formation and the unidentified person’s data. This two-way path ensures 
a comprehensive and multidisciplinary approach in the identification 
proceedings, in agreement with the evaluation of lines of evidence 
rather than with the combination of different techniques. 

This dynamic, multifactorial, comprehensive and holistic identifi-
cation process is illustrated in Fig. 4, which shows the flow of 

information from the different stages, including the Search and forensic 
technical information. As we can see, it is not a linear but a circular 
diagram where all the elements converge in the integrated reconciliation 
process. Through this process, the steps to follow in the search and the 
creation of new hypotheses or lines of investigation will be evaluated, an 
identification will be confirmed or excluded. Moreover, the Search does 
not end when an identification is attained but can generate new identity 
hypotheses for other persons if the proper mechanisms to analyse the 
information are implemented. 

It is worth mentioning that the use of all possible lines of evidence is 
also going to be important for the families to better understand the 
identification results and moreover to be able to refer to characteristics 
or features and personal belongings that were familiar to the families, 
thus facilitating a better connection with the case and acceptance. 

3.4.5. Identification results 
The final decision in the identification process must be conclusive, 

with a degree of certainty that could be considered “beyond reasonable 
doubt” in technical and legal contexts. 

Such conclusion must be reflected in one the following three 
categories: 

I. Identification: All the information relevant to the case is 
comprehensively coherent, and there is enough consistency in the 
comparison of individualizing traits (discrimination power) as well as a 
lack of excluding discrepancies (any inconsistency must be reasonably 
explained), concluding that the person sought to be identified is the 
expected person and excluding any other possibility at the time of the 
identification. 

II. Exclusion: All the information relevant to the case is compre-
hensively incoherent or there are serious inconsistencies (absolute or 
unexplainable discrepancies), concluding that the person sought to be 
identified is not the expected person. 

III. Inconclusive: The analysis of all the information relevant to the 
case is not sufficient to conclude with certainty in favour of one or the 
other possibility (identification or exclusion). In this case, it is not 
possible to reach a sufficiently grounded conclusion about the identity of 
the person and it will be necessary to expand the investigative and/or 
scientific information on the case. 

The use of other subcategories for identification (presumptive, cir-
cumstantial, possible, probable, positive, etc.) is not advisable. A person 
either is (identification) or is not (exclusion), or not possible to 
confirm (inconclusive). The subcategories mentioned entail an incom-
mensurate doubt from the point of view of decision theory, resulting in 
ambiguous and unfair outcomes for the individuals and their families. 

Finally, the identification process includes the evaluation of the 
potential error (degree of certainty), but not necessarily its quantifica-
tion. The only way to perform such evaluation is by taking into account 

Fig. 3. The combination of different lines of evidence with different weight or 
individualizing power is necessary in the identification process with the aim of 
increasing certainty. 

Fig. 4. Flow of information in the identification process as part of the Search.  
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all the information in a comprehensive manner until concluding that 
another possibility different than the one that opens up is highly un-
likely, in other words, until concluding that the probability of error in 
the identification supported by the different lines of evidence evaluated 
is so small that it is regarded as being beyond reasonable doubt. 

3.4.6. Integrated identification report 
The information resulting from the different stages or techniques 

used in the identification process is usually submitted to the relevant 
legal or judicial authority in partial reports. This may lead to the sub-
mission (by uncoordinated experts) of investigative reports containing 
partial information and results that are very often contradictory, thus 
hindering the process and, in the worst case, leading to wrong 
conclusions. 

Therefore, we recommend that the results obtained through the 
analysis of information and the reconciliation process be recorded in an 
integrated expert report. It is not a matter of compiling partial reports, 
but a document including and comprehensively analysing all the results 
of the different technical studies and the information available, so that it 
can be submitted to the relevant authority in a coordinated and 
consensual manner. 

The Integrated Identification Experts Report is primarily a scientific 
document, in which the correlation/consistency of all the information 
obtained about the missing person, including circumstances of disap-
pearance, and all the information on the unidentified person, including 
circumstances of finding/recovery, is explained. It contains comparison, 
analysis and interpretation of the different lines of evidence that all 
together support the identity of the person or the human remains. 

The writing of the Identification Integrated Report should reflect the 
multidisciplinary, holistic and comprehensive aspects of the process. 
Depending on the context, the Identification Coordinator should be the 
person compiling the different reports; in many cases of mass fatalities, 
the Forensic Doctor responsible for the autopsy or the forensic exami-
nation of the human remains is the one in charge of compiling the 
different reports and includes the final decision on the identification as 
part of the Autopsy report (given that this is one of the objectives). 
Because it involves a high amount of analyses and comparisons of sci-
entific information, forensic experts are in the best position to compile 
this report. Other aspects should also be considered to coordinate the 
writing of the report, such as the legal framework (e.g. who is mandated 
to defend the report in Court, what is the availability of the experts, etc.). 
In all cases, this Identification Integrated Report is the base for the Legal 
identification (See 3.4.2. Legal aspects), decision for which the Prose-
cutor or the Judge (or any other administrative operator, e.g. Commis-
sioners within a Commission on Missing Persons when there is no 
judicial operators involved) is responsible and does not replace the 
scientific report. 

This integrated expert report will enable the unified submission of 
the technical results obtained in the identification process, bringing 
greater cohesion and efficiency to the reporting and making it easier for 
the competent authority to make a final decision in the legal, judicial or 
administrative level. For example, a technical integrated report may be 
structured as such:  

I. Unique File Numbers of the Unidentified Body and Missing 
Person  

II. Case background  
III. Findings in the recovery/find  
IV. Findings in the examination of the body/remains or autopsy 

report  
a. State of the body  
b. Biological profile and individualizing features  
c. Dental analysis  
d. Trauma analysis  
e. Others  

V. Personal effects and associated artefacts  

VI. Sampling  
VII. Results of complementary analyses  

a. Radiological analysis  
b. Toxicological analysis  
c. Dactyloscopy  
d. Genetic analysis  
e. …. . (other analyses)  

VIII. Interpretation of results:  
a. Reconciliation process regarding identification  
b. Medico-legal opinion on the nature of the injuries and cause 

and mechanism of the death (from the autopsy report)  
c. Other results relevant to the case  

IX. Conclusions  
a. Identification  
b. Statement of the medical cause of death based on the autopsy 

report  
c. others 

3.4.7. Misidentification 
Misidentifications are common and not restricted to countries with 

limited forensic resources. Forensic practitioners need to be constantly 
aware of the potential for misidentifications. While some identifications 
are very complex, it is often basic failures in the management of the 
evidence from scene through the investigative steps to the return of the 
remains to the family, and the lack of quality control systems, that cause 
bodies to be misidentified or returned to the incorrect family. 

Poor documentation management or insufficient collection of in-
formation accentuate the risk and variety of potential errors. For 
example, a simple omission of failing to properly label or incorrectly 
labelling a body at the scene or at the mortuary will be disastrous. 
Another common error seen in disasters is the commingling of body 
parts from two or more individuals into a single body bag. This is a 
serious problem that causes an array of challenges in every step of the 
process for future practitioners and experts. 

Potential causes of misidentification:  

➢ Lack of rigorous procedures that ensure a comprehensive, integrated 
and systematic approach in the identification, which takes into 
consideration all available lines of scientific and circumstantial 
evidence.  

➢ A hierarchical and exclusive approach to identification.  
➢ Over reliance on one criteria/technique of identification only.  
➢ Reliance on visual recognition in isolation.  
➢ Acceptance of circumstantial personal information alone (e.g. 

clothing or personal effects, documents found with a body, etc.).  
➢ Use of unreliable methodologies for identification.  
➢ Use of unreliable information on the missing person.  
➢ Inadequate recovery of human remains.  
➢ Inadequate forensic examination of unidentified person/body. 
➢ Lack of, or inadequate, comprehensive interpretation and reconcili-

ation of the information.  
➢ Lack of traceability (chain of custody) throughout the identification 

steps: incorrect labelling, record keeping and traceability system of 
cases.  

➢ Lack of appropriately qualified practitioners in each step of the 
process (investigation, recovery, forensic examination, further ana-
lyses, reconciliation of information).  

➢ Lack of quality control and quality assurance mechanisms.  
➢ Yielding to external pressure to complete an identification without 

following accepted procedures and/or reach the necessary certainty 
degree. 

These systematic flaws are frequently observed in mass fatality in-
cidents where the local resources are put under tremendous strain to 
deliver services well beyond their capacity or expertise, and political 
and public pressure is exerted on authorities for a timely resolution of all 
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cases. As most identifications in routine case work rely predominantly 
on visual recognition by the family, the combination of less local 
expertise and experience working with multiple lines of evidence com-
pounded by poor planning and preparedness, including failure to 
conduct disaster victim identification training for mass fatality events, 
creates sometimes rudimentary errors. Unfortunately, these serious is-
sues are not always obvious until nearly all bodies have been returned to 
families. 

There is almost no justification for misidentifying a person, and the 
consequences for the family are numerous, such as psychological, reli-
gious, cultural, psychosocial, financial and legal. One misidentification 
can cause the public and families to lose confidence in the overall 
response and begin to question all other identifications that were made. 
That said, any misidentification must be thoroughly investigated, the 
accurate identification established, and the correct body returned to the 
family. It is strongly advisable for the technical teams and legal au-
thorities to dedicate enough time and efforts to properly explain to the 
concerned families the reasons of the misidentification, and what have 
been the measures or actions adopted to solve and prevent this from 
happening to future cases. Failing to address the error and a lack of 
transparency will cause further complications in the system and poten-
tially additional misidentifications. 

3.4.8. No identification 
Pressure to make timely identifications is generally exerted by our 

own compassion and empathy for the families, by the authorities facing 
public scrutiny, and by the families who have both humanitarian, legal 
and other important justifications for doing so. 

Identification does not only ensure the return of a loved one, but it is 
also a legal requirement that should withstand peer review and the test 
of legal challenge. 

In some cases, the available lines of evidence related to the missing 
person or the data representing the unidentified person are insufficient 
to make an identification. Confirming that identification cannot be made 
is a finding that is justifiable and maintains credibility and profession-
alism. The objective decision to refuse to make an identification must be 
demonstrated when the lines of evidence do not provide the level of 
certainty required to meet competent peer review, even where there is 
strong suggestion or suspicion of a match by circumstances. 

3.4.9. Notification, restitution of bodies and final disposition 
Notification of the death and identification of a missing person is a 

crucial moment that must be thoroughly prepared. It can be done by 
different communication means and at different stages. The details must 
be previously agreed with the family members. In practice, the relatives 
should decide how the notification will be carried out, i.e. whether it is 
done in private, through a focal point, with other representatives of the 
family, with the community present, in the presence of religious or 
community leaders, etc. For the families, the Search may reach an end 
once the death of the missing person is confirmed, and when the death 
certificate is officially registered. This certificate is the legal document 
that declares the death and legally confirms the identification of the 
deceased person. Once registered, the certificate allows the family 
members to exercise their legal and administrative rights related to 
death of their loved one. 

Restitution of human remains after their identification should be 
done in accordance with the local regulations and taking into consid-
eration the wishes of the families. Families have the right to decide on 
the specificities of a restitution and it should also be discussed in 
advance. Standards for a proper and dignified handover and final 
disposition of human remains should be followed, including the respect 
of the local culture, religion and beliefs when applicable. When trans-
ported, human remains are usually properly contained in a dedicated 
vessel (e.g. body bag, coffin, shroud, etc.), especially in the case of 
temporary burial. For more information on this subject, please refer to 
the annex 7 of the Management of Dead Bodies after Disasters: A Field 

Manual for First Responders [32]. 
Depending on the magnitude of the operations, procedures should be 

adjusted accordingly. It is recommended that a specific area is desig-
nated as the place for the restitution of remains or handover of bodies to 
families. Usually the remains are stored in a morgue or a forensic fa-
cility, close to the forensic examination area; forensic staff may then be 
best placed to facilitate the allocation of a space for a proper and 
dignified handover to families. In routine cases, families may be present 
at different steps, and the proper handover is part of the chain of pro-
cedures performed by a funeral provider. When it comes to humani-
tarian operations, however, it is important that special attention is given 
to the moment during which the remains will be handed over, and as the 
results will be presented to the families. 

Before a restitution of remains takes place, a preliminary prepa-
ratory meeting should be organized with all the participants of the 
handover. The relevant documents will then be reviewed, and the team 
will make sure that the information is exhaustive and adapted for ex-
planations to the families: forensic experts must describe their findings 
in a professional, clear, and understandable manner. Ideally all experts 
from all disciplines should participate in the meeting, but as a minimum, 
one of them should represent the forensic experts. It is important to 
dedicate sufficient time to the meeting with the families. They may 
request in-depth details on the case, for example what procedures the 
remains underwent, the type of tests performed, etc., and why the team 
concluded that they belong to their relative. Such discussions can be 
challenging, scientific results may not be understood by non-experts (e. 
g. a 99% probability may leave the place for 1% of harmful doubt). 
Recurrent questions from relatives are also often related to the cause and 
manner of death, as well as circumstances. Sensitive information will 
have to be provided carefully and in coherence with the judicial au-
thorities and the corresponding legal framework of the operation. 

The next step for most cases will be the disposition of the human 
remains. They should be properly arranged (e.g. on a table, in a coffin), 
so that the families may see their loved ones if they wish to. The viewing 
may be important for the grieving process, but each family should be 
consulted and their wish on this aspect respected. To support the final 
moments and the handover operations, the investigator/identification 
coordinator/prosecutor in charge usually works with a staff with a 
background in Psychology and/or experience in psychosocial support to 
accompany the families. 

When repatriating human remains to a different country, it is 
essential to follow the local regulations, procedures, and liaise with the 
concerned authorities (such as consulates, border authorities, etc.). To 
ensure a swift repatriation, the identification of the deceased is 
mandatory, which includes the need to produce a certificate of death, 
and additional documentation related to embalming and burial. Experts 
should be aware of the right to challenge the findings and to support the 
investigation of these findings transparently. 

3.4.10. Final considerations 
Despite all efforts, not all Missing Persons will be found, and of those 

who have been located, not all will be identified. Families should be 
sensitized on the issue of incomplete bodies and body parts. Some parts 
will not be found or identifiable, and others may be identified after the 
initial identification of a first set of human remains. A decision must then 
be taken on the final disposal of these remains, whether they go back to 
the family if identified, or brought to an ossuary for example. Uniden-
tifiable and unidentified remains (e.g. fragments) may be memorialized 
if the community and families chose to. 

Equally important technical considerations must be given to those 
cases in which there are no human remains, either because they could 
not be retrieved or because they have been destroyed for different rea-
sons. In such cases, forensic analysis of available data may also consti-
tute evidence to support legal decisions outside the scientific realm, but 
necessary to resolve cases and proceed with other legal administrative 
steps. 
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4. Forensic data management 

To properly conduct search activities and provide support to families 
of missing persons, it is necessary to ensure a systematic consolidation of 
the relevant information. An effective, dedicated and tailored informa-
tion management system is a vital component of the Search process. It is 
based on the premise that accurate and timely information is available. 

The term information management system (IMS) is frequently 
used synonymously with database management system (DBMS) 
although it is much broader than a database. A database is a collection of 
structured information (or data) stored electronically, while the infor-
mation management system refers to the entire system that manages the 
data while facilitating the storage, organization, retrieval and delivery 
of information contained on any medium (electronic and/or physical). 

Within the scope of the Search process, we also talk about forensic 
data management, that covers the different aspects of an information 
management system (storing and managing data that is collected in a 
variety of formats and making it accessible to the people who need it), 
but also the specific analysis, quality assurance and sharing among ac-
tors (Fig. 5). 

4.1. Forensic data management 

There are several elements to consider before designing a strategy 
around forensic data management, among which we can mention.  

- Type of information and items to be stored and managed: physical 
documents, photographs, electronic data, maps, etc.  

- Storage media: manual (when documents or other physical items 
need to be kept in cabinets) or electronic (when records are kept in 
servers, cloud hosting, hard drives, etc.) 

- Institution/s responsible for the information: ownership, adminis-
tration, management, monitoring, agency case numbering, etc.  

- Legal framework in which the operation is being implemented.  
- Use of this information: access, permissions, regulations, etc.  
- Information flow system.  
- Data protection and confidentiality of information: restricted access 

and users.  
- Human resources and training of personnel.  
- Management of the information: capacity to follow up on cases.  
- Centralization of the information: integrated and unified databases.  
- Interconnection networks: intra and inter-institutional.  
- Activities for ensuring quality in the processes. 

The information management system, along with the archiving and 
filing must guarantee the following essential features:  

- Accessibility and usability: by all who need to use it, including inter- 
connections.  

- Flexibility (capability of modifications): expansion, adjustments, 
updates.  

- Economy: in terms of cost and space (physical and electronic).  
- Security: limit of access from unauthorized persons.  

- Safety: protection of files from damage (e.g. fireproof containers/ 
facilities, scanning of documents prior the storage, back-ups in case 
of corruption of files etc.) 

- Centralization: avoid as much as possible the dispersion of infor-
mation inter- and intra-institutionally. 

As part of the registry of information on missing persons and un-
identified persons, the design and use of a consolidated database is 
recommended, that is, a unified registry of information, with different 
components:  

1. Unified registry of missing persons, each of them under a UFN 
(unique file number, in this case a MP number).  

2. Unified registry of unidentified and unclaimed persons, each of them 
under a UFN (unique file number, in this case a UP number).  

3. Unified registry of investigations, that can or cannot be linked to 
cases recorded under specific UFN in components 1 and 2. The 
reason for this third component lies in the fact that investigations are 
not always linked or, at least, not throughout the entire process with 
known identities (missing persons) or with unidentified bodies, 
making it necessary to register them in a separate component but 
with the possibility of linking to particular cases in components 1 and 
2 when information is available. 

These components should be part of a Unified Registry of Informa-
tion, divided in modules, where all general information on missing 
persons, unidentified persons and investigations is centralized, linked by 
their correspondent UFN, see sections 3.2.3 and 3.3 to provide support 
for actions to search, locate and identify people. This UFN assigned to 
each case, both as missing persons and unidentified persons, is the basis 
for the order into which information should be indexed prior to storage 
and recording. 

Information should be updated and available for consultation in real 
time, interconnected intra and inter-institutionally, with different levels 
of access. The personal data contained in the registry must be used 
exclusively for determining the fate and whereabouts of the missing 
person. 

This Unified Registry should contain minimal information that al-
lows the individualization of the missing person and their search. The 
specific information will vary depending on the strategy, the mass fa-
tality planning, the local investigative capacity, etc. For example, 
regarding the missing person, information may include: full name, date 
and place of birth, age, sex and gender, parental information, relevant 
genealogy, marital status, identity record number, profession, date, time 
and place last seen, last known address, circumstances of the disap-
pearance, recent photographs, detailed description of physical charac-
teristics and individualizing characteristics, description of the personal 
belongings carried at the time of the disappearance. 

Information about the search requestor (interviewee) may addi-
tionally include the relationship with the missing person and contact 
details. Information on unidentified or unclaimed persons includes the 
complete and detailed account of the circumstances in which they were 
found, the detailed description of physical and highly individualizing 

Fig. 5. Aspects included in forensic data management.  
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characteristics, and the description of personal objects and clothing 
associated with the unidentified/unclaimed person. 

The use of computerized tools to compare different sets of informa-
tion can be a key asset in solving large-scale cases of missing persons, as 
part of the efforts to conduct many-to-many queries as an initial step of 
the identification that then leads to refining the comparisons to allow 
eventually for a one-to-one comparison. Although these tools should not 
replace a solid forensic data management strategy, they are a powerful 
support to case management and can improve the quality control pro-
cedures necessary to any forensic operation, including data protection 
and confidentiality requirements. 

5. Organizational structure of the search 

As mentioned in the previous sections, the Search process is complex. 
It is a process that requires a solid mechanism in place in order to ensure 
reliable results. This covers regulations, procedures and optimal work-
ing conditions for efficient and effective information gathering and 
management with quality control systems. Adequate involvement of 
affected families is also essential. Therefore, the proper setup in terms of 
organizational structure (i.e. hierarchy, lines of communication, units, 
sub-units, etc), will ensure every requirement is met and regular 
communication and coordination are followed. 

As the identification process must consider all possible lines of evi-
dence and information available, it seems logical to recommend that it 
be performed under a multidisciplinary approach. Each discipline offers 
the necessary expertise for a comprehensive information gathering, 
analysis and reconciliation process. However, it is often the case that 
multiple institutions or agencies are mandated for different tasks of the 
same Search process. Therefore, a multiagency approach with clear 
roles and responsibilities should be envisioned, in order to carry out 
each step of the process in an integrated manner. 

Ideally there should be a leading agency (or leading agent) respon-
sible for the overall management of the process, primarily to ensure the 
above-mentioned requirements are fulfilled. Normally, the medico-legal 
and death investigation system is responsible for the identification of 
missing persons. In the case of death, it is also responsible for the 
identification of human remains as part of the death investigation pro-
cess. Fig. 6 depicts a representation of an example setup. Given the 
nature of human identification and the different stages or steps as 
explained in this document, different units or subsections would operate 
with specific tasks and responsibilities according to their main role. The 

identification coordinator must ensure the adequate integration of the 
outcome of each step in the process and the analysis and reconciliation 
of the information. 

In large scale events or contexts with high number of missing per-
sons/non identified bodies, or in cases where the state of preservation of 
bodies challenges the identification process, the set up or creation of 
special identification units and/or an identification committee at a 
governmental or mixed (State-NGO) level has been necessary to address 
in a more integrated and holistic manner the resolution of cases (e.g. 
Special Forensic Identification Unit, part of the Chilean Medico-Legal 
Service, SML; Special Investigations Unit with BC Coroners Service, 
BCCS in Canada). 

One of the fundamentals in ensuring the success of a Search project is 
not only the effective coordination between the different sub-units or 
areas in charge of every step of the process, but also the proper articu-
lation between the operational setup and high-level executive/admin-
istrative bodies, and by extension with the concerned political entities 
and relevant organizations. 

When setting up the organizational structure of the Search process, 
essential aspects such as regulations, procedures, roles and re-
sponsibilities are properly considered at early stages, and efforts should 
not be focused only on the equipment or innovative techniques. That 
way, any given mechanism, commission or unit mandated with the 
clarification of the fate and whereabouts of missing persons will be able 
to ensure a reliable and effective technical process. 

If the system of a country is limited or has collapsed after a crisis or 
an emergency, efforts should focus on reinforcing its capacities, so the 
Search process can prevent the hindering of identifications. Such oper-
ations can span over a decade and therefore need a stable and sustain-
able system in place. This is one of the reasons to strongly recommend 
the creation and proper implementation of emergency preparedness and 
response plans that consider not only the wounded but the dead and the 
missing persons. The better the response is at the initial stages after the 
event, the higher the probabilities to identify all those who died or went 
missing and whose whereabouts are unknown. 

Therefore, we recommend the development of mechanisms pro-
moting an active intra- and inter-institutional coordination. A multi-
disciplinary approach through dedicated units or committees must 
include the role of a lead investigator and an identification coordinator. 
The diverse challenges inherent in the forensic identification of large- 
scale events and challenging contexts require a coordinated forensic 
data management strategy. 

Fig. 6. Example of an organizational setup of a Search process.  
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The strategy to approach an investigation on missing persons and 
unidentified individuals, and establishing a functional structure, espe-
cially in complex contexts or large-scale scenarios, must pay attention to 
the following items:  

- At the legislation/regulations/procedures level:  
o Existing legislation and mandates and the hierarchy within the 

multi-agency response;  
o Existing legislation and capacity to share information between 

States for cases involving other foreign nationals;  
o Advocate for specific legislation for missing persons that allows for 

the unhindered and timely collection of personal and confidential 
information and biological samples of missing persons, and their 
relatives, where the health and well-being of the missing person is 
the primary objective of the investigation in addition to those cases 
involving suspicious deaths (i.e. proper and thorough investiga-
tion of accidents, suicides, undetermined disappearances).  

o Intra- and inter-institutional coordination at the government level 
and between the government and non-governmental bodies (civil 
society organizations, including those concerned with relatives);  

o The establishment of a coordination model that recognizes the 
importance of accommodating certain case sensitivities and 
investigation details (national security cases, homicide hold back 
information, ongoing or pending prosecutions, etc.) but still allows 
for communication and sharing of specific information pertinent 
to the various mandates without compromising ongoing criminal 
investigations;  

o Ensure that a mass fatality plan is recognized and appropriately 
accommodated in the local, regional and national disaster con-
tingency planning and preparations;  

o Drafting and implementation of standard operating procedures for 
missing persons investigation and processing human remains; 

o Clarification of the sequence in which forensic analyses is con-
ducted especially when that test alters or destroys the evidence 
that is also required for examination by other experts;  

o Develop a Quality Assurance system that assesses the strengths and 
weaknesses of the investigation system (including individual case 
management) while reporting on lessons learned and making 
recommendations for adjustments and remedies to improve the 
program; 

o System of peer reviewed reconciliations and identification con-
clusions in multiple fatality or complex identification cases;  

o Natural and unnatural hazards and risk levels;  
o Action and contingency plans (not only in emergencies); 
o Implementation of additional measures to contribute to the reso-

lution of pending cases once techniques have improved or more 
information is available: review unresolved historical missing 
persons cases that may be related to human remains found in the 
future; recover files involving incomplete but identified human 
remains as well as historical unidentified human remains to be 
included in the centralized registry and for analyses using new 
forensic techniques and methods to increase the identification 
potential; determine the disposition of unidentified human re-
mains related to unsolved cases and make every effort to retrieve 
them or trace their whereabouts (e.g. donations to learning in-
stitutions, buried, cremated, etc.).  

- At the competency and capacity:  
o Build competency and capacity to investigate missing persons and 

deaths in routine case work by adequately preparing responders 
and forensic practitioners for large-scale events;  

o Build competency and capacities with local communities and in 
close cooperation with regional and national level engagement;  

o Career planning for future forensic professionals and the transfer 
of expertise through mentoring to the future generations (sus-
tainability of practice and knowledge);  

o Creation, training and equipping of multidisciplinary teams 
including judicial authorities (i.e. judges and prosecutors), 
forensic experts and investigators/crime scene officers in training 
sessions;  

o Evaluate the use of learning institutions and other non- 
government agencies and institutions which may be able to pro-
vide reliable and credible human resources and forensic expertise 
to support the establishment and investigation of missing persons 
and unidentified bodies cases;  

o Identify State and Non-State sponsors for the Missing Persons/ 
Unidentified Bodies program to allow for the program to develop 
in a professional and systematic manner and have the funding to 
actively investigate cases in perpetuity.  

- Al the infrastructure/equipment level: 
o Develop forensic laboratories, human and infrastructural capac-

ities to absorb high throughput needed for large scale events, or 
identify and develop agreements with international forensic lab-
oratories that can conduct the analyses;  

o Availability of temporary mortuaries capable of processing high 
number of human remains (including storage capacity). Morgues 
do not necessarily need to be formal structures, but they should 
comply with minimum requirements for the processing of large 
numbers of human remains (security, protection, sufficient space, 
light, water, air conditioning, etc.);  

o Identify and secure large cemetery areas for the potential of a mass 
fatality incident.  

- At the information management level:  
o Develop a formal (national) Missing Persons and Unidentified 

Persons Program with a Missing Persons/Unidentified Persons 
software tool (with dedicated multidisciplinary staff) to effectively 
manage routine cases but with the ability to absorb large caseloads 
from large scale events;  

o Centralization of information: centralized databases ensuring 
different access levels, data security and confidentiality;  

o Work with existing State systems and authorities and wherever 
possible avoid creating parallel data collection systems;  

o Specialized equipment and software, particularly if it is necessary 
to conduct genetic analyses at a large scale.  

- At the families/communities level:  
o Establish accessible family support centres and mobile units for 

relatives, with clearly established mechanisms to report missing 
persons and to exchange information and collection of exhibits and 
biological samples;  

o Develop a standardized practice of engaging with families of the 
missing so that missing persons information collected is relevant 
and forensically pertinent but collected in a manner that ensures 
that the family develops trust and confidence but also that they are 
considered an active participant in the investigation by supplying 
key identification related information. They should also receive 
regular updates;  

o Establish a Families Committee to serve as representatives on an 
ad hoc basis towards the development of a missing persons/un-
identified bodies program ensuring the buy-in from the primary 
beneficiaries;  

o Produce national Missing Persons/Unidentified Bodies Program 
annual reports to show the development and progress of the na-
tional initiative. 

6. Relations with families 

Interactions with families during past investigations on missing 
persons and/or unidentified individuals have allowed reflections on the 
role and responsibilities of judicial operators, investigators and forensic 
practitioners regarding the support of these families in the Search pro-
cess. International and non-governmental organizations have also 
contributed to these reflections from the perspective of the families and 

M. Salado Puerto et al.                                                                                                                                                                                                                        



Forensic Science International: Synergy 3 (2021) 100154

20

communities. Multiple experiences in different contexts have enabled 
the experts and other actors to develop and agree on minimum standards 
of practice. These recommendations and principles [33], beyond 
addressing the needs of the families, also have a significant impact on 
the quality and reliability of the work. 

The right of the families to know includes access to forensic infor-
mation and its implications collected across the different phases, 
including results of identification and other potential analyses, technical 
details, as well as the limitations that may challenge the outcome of the 
Search process. Institutional difficulties should also be communicated to 
families transparently. Informing relatives about the work of in-
vestigators including forensic experts will provide clarity on the ongoing 
efforts and on operational timeframes; this directly helps mitigating 
wrong assumptions and expectations. Experiences of Search operations 
have highlighted that regular meetings between authorities, in-
vestigators, forensic experts and families drastically decreases uncer-
tainty and alleviates anxiety as well as contributes to the acceptance of 
results. Regular communication is not only beneficial for families, but 
also for the professionals and institutions involved in the process. 

Whatever the context of a disappearance, whether it is due to a 
natural disaster, armed conflict, migration, accident or other situations 
of violence, the Search must not be declined to the families. The au-
thorities should immediately carry out the search regardless of the cir-
cumstances and must respond to the demands of the next of kin to find 
the missing person alive. If death is presumed, every effort must be made 
to ensure that the remains are searched for, recovered, identified and 
handed over to their loved ones. The search itself generates great 
anguish in families and the idea that something may have happened to 
their loved ones generates enormous suffering. This feeling of not 
knowing if their loved ones are alive or dead has been referred to by 
Pauline Boss as Physical Ambiguous loss [34]. It describes how the 
missing individual is psychologically present within the family but not 
physically present due to the unknown proof of death or permanent loss. 
It is recommended that the minimum standards of psychosocial support 
be integrated into public policies, legal frameworks, regulations and 
procedures of the institutions in charge for both experts and families 
[35]. 

When families have no news of the whereabouts of their loved ones, 
they may begin the search on their own. Authorities must anticipate this 
action and adapt the legal frameworks and institutional structures to 
respond to the requirements of the families. This risk can be mitigated by 
placing families at the centre of the operation, following international 
recommendations, policies and regulations. Measures must integrate the 
communities and highlight the respect and recognition of the rights of 
the families of missing persons. 

During the Search process, families are expected to make decisions, 
requiring them to be well informed through complete and accurate in-
formation. The complexity of this information requires the forensic 
practitioner to transmit it directly to the relatives, which avoids mis-
understandings and increases trust. Equally importantly, forensic prac-
titioners must be conscious of the need to explain their findings in clear, 
simple and understandable manner. The rights of the families to justice, 
to memory, and to comprehensive reparation cannot be fulfilled without 
the clarity of the information pertaining to the circumstances of disap-
pearance, the identification details, and in the case of death, the cause, 
manner and circumstances of death. 

Relatives also have the right to be an active participant in the Search 
process beyond the provision of information and biological reference 
samples for genetic analysis. These are not only moral requirements but 
also international legal obligations [36]. 

The collection of information about the missing person is a crucial 
component of the Search, adding to the required responsibility to search, 
follow up and resolve the case. Some family members may require pri-
vacy and confidentiality, while others may request the inclusion of the 
family in the reconstruction of the biography of their loved ones and 
even further, if cultural customs so indicate, other members of the 

community will be part of the biographical reconstruction. Additionally, 
family members may request the accompaniment of legal representa-
tives, other members of family associations, or forensic experts to sup-
port them in understanding technical language. It may also be that the 
collection of information collection takes place in public offices, NGOs, 
consulates, universities or directly in the communities. Participation in 
the process can also mean the right of the family members not to be part 
of the process, including the right to withdraw previously provided in-
formation, such as biological reference samples for genetic analysis. 

Throughout the identification process, in addition to the information 
about the missing person, it is important to collect information on the 
expectations and wishes of the family, and properly inform them of the 
possibilities and limitations involved, so as not to raise unrealistic ex-
pectations. For example, collecting a BRS can have a strong impact in a 
family: the act of donating their sample could provoke a sense of suc-
cessful resolution of the case, or an additional phase of grieving. A 
sample is additional information potentially useful in the identification 
proceedings for the investigator, but it bears an important symbolic 
value for the family, which calls for understanding and respect from the 
experts. To further mitigate expectations and ease the exchanges with 
the families, it is advisable to include in the interview form a series of 
questions designed to gather this kind of information both with refer-
ence to general and specific aspects, depending on the context. For 
example:  

• defining the family focal point(s) for communication purposes;  
• evaluating if there are any conflicts at the family level regarding the 

decisions and opinion on the search and identification of the missing 
person;  

• enquiring if there are any cultural or religious conditioning factors, 
etc. 

This is particularly important in complex cases, such as the identi-
fication of missing persons whose remains are decomposed, mutilated, 
incomplete or commingled. In such cases, it is important to be informed 
of the family’s wishes not only as to the identification of the individual, 
but also as to the re-association of the remains and to the wishes on the 
final disposition of the body, personal belongings, biological samples 
and/or the un-associated remains, which involves a series of methodo-
logical, legal and reporting considerations that are different from those 
used for less complex cases. 

For complete support within a Search process, the physical and 
psychological care for the people that carry out the operational work 
needs to be included in the scope. The wellbeing of the human re-
sources (i.e. judicial authorities, forensic staff, etc.) has a direct impact 
on the outcome of the work, on their interaction with other experts, with 
institutions and by extension with families. It is a concept widely 
considered amongst forensic teams and institutions who can address it 
through continuous training. The care for workers contributes to the 
professionalism of the staff involved and empowers them to interact 
with relatives in a precise and respectful manner. 

The following is a list of some of the most important aspects to 
consider before starting search for and identification of missing persons 
projects in relation to families:  

• Careful consideration to the role, participation and consultation of 
the families at different stages, as well as to maintain families 
informed regularly.  

• Information to families includes aspects in relation to the scientific 
and technical process and should include limitations and challenges 
that exist or are being faced by the teams. Be mindful of expectations 
and wishes of the families. 

• Religious and cultural considerations. Make the necessary adapta-
tions to procedures during the Search process (i.e. collection of data, 
exhumations, restitution of bodies, etc). This is also important to 
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ensure the mourning process and commemorations respect the will 
of the families and their religious and cultural beliefs. 

• Facilitate mechanisms to ensure the reliability of the scientific pro-
cess (i.e. Allow the participation of independent forensic teams when 
the authorities are in charge of the investigation, share with families 
the quality assurance/control system in place, etc),  

• Standard operating procedures and guidelines should include the 
process of handover or restitution of human remains to families and 
burial aspects. This will contribute to increase the trust of the fam-
ilies by ensuring the quality of the final steps, along with the proper 
and dignified interaction with relatives and the respect for the 
deceased.  

• Data protection regulations are necessary to ensure that families are 
the owners of their personal information, including genetic data (i.e. 
DNA data banks), and that it will be use with defined purposes and 
under ethical standards;  

• Educational strategies addressing authorities, investigators and 
forensic practitioners about the consequences of the disappearances 
in the communities and about the importance of their role to 
contribute in alleviating the suffering of the families; 

• Ensure the issuance of certificate of death and registration proced-
ures are in place to ease the process for concerned families.  

• Assessment and support to families in needs beyond the need to 
know and justice, such as their legal, administrative, financial and 
psychological needs, need for recognition, for memorialization, etc. 
Evaluation of their needs through a representative consultation 
ensuring an integrated and holistic response.  

• Interaction with other structures not directly involved in the Search 
process but closely linked to the support to families in their other 
needs (e.g. entities in charge of social policies and benefits, NGOs, 
associations, etc.);  

• Ensure adequate psychological and psychosocial support, not only to 
families but to the operators and all the staff involved in the work. 
Coordination and permanent communication between psychologi-
cal/psychosocial teams and authorities, investigators and forensic 
specialists will have a benefit in the well-being of the families and of 
the human resources.  

• Communication with families and the communities/or the public. 
Develop communication strategies and define the role of media. 

7. Conclusion 

This paper has presented a revision of the traditional concept of the 
search for and identification of missing persons expanding the tradi-
tional notion of a “body centred” forensic response, to better reflect the 
investigation and identification of the missing in any state (dead or 
alive), in any scenario (with or without bodies), and emphasizing the 
necessary integrated, multidisciplinary, and very often multiagency 
approach of the mechanisms that need to be implemented. 

As part of the discussion reframed terminologies are also introduced, 
including Missing Persons (MP) to signify all identities without bodies, 
and Unidentified Persons (UP), representing all bodies without identity 
inclusive of the living and deceased. We also propose the use of the more 
inclusive terminology of Missing Person Data (MPD) to replace the 
traditional antemortem data (AMD), and Unidentified Person Data 
(UPD) to replace the traditional term postmortem data (PMD). 

All steps of this newly defined Search process incorporating the 
investigative and identification tasks and including the involvement of 
the families are presented. The main requirements to ensure effective 
articulation and coordination between all concerned agencies are 
discussed. 

While not purporting to be to be a detailed instruction manual, it 
does aim to clarify key concepts, principles and recommendations and 
promote discussion among all actors invited in the investigation and 
identification of missing persons. 
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