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FOREWORD

1 M. Salado Puerto et al., “The search process: Integrating the investigation and identification of missing 

and unidentified persons”. Forensic Science International: Synergy, Vol. 3, June 2021: https://doi.org/10.1016/j.

fsisyn.2021.100154, all web addresses accessed 8 December 2021.

In 2018, the Forensic Unit of the International Committee of the Red Cross (ICRC) set up several working 

groups attended by unit representatives and members of the Forensic Advisory Board (FAB), a group of 

experts with extensive experience in forensic science and its application to humanitarian issues. One of 

these working groups focused on revising the 2009 edition of the ICRC document Missing People, DNA Anal-

ysis and Identification of Human Remains: A Guide to Best Practice in Armed Conflicts and Other Situations of Armed 

Violence. During this review process, it became clear that the concepts and structure of the document did 

not reflect the latest developments in forensic science, the integrated approach to searching for and iden-

tifying missing persons, or relevant interactions between forensic and investigation teams and families. It 

was therefore decided to develop a new publication, which would draw on lessons learned from the Foren-

sic Unit’s operations – and on the work of other agencies and organizations involved in missing person 

investigations – over the past couple of decades. The result is this guide, which is intended to serve as a 

clear reference to support the implementation of search for missing persons and human identification pro-

grammes. It is a revised, condensed version of an in-depth article1 published in a forensic science journal. 

It sets out the basic principles and minimum standards that apply to the identification process aiming at 

clarifying the fate and whereabouts of people who are missing as a result of armed conflict, other situations 

of violence or disasters, or in the context of migration.

This document does not provide detailed guidance on what action to take once the preliminary investiga-

tion phase suggests or supports the hypothesis that the missing person is alive. However, this initial phase 

is essential in determining, excluding and/or confirming the hypothesis of location and of identity of the 

missing persons who have died. The structure and content of this guide follow the sequence of steps from 

the moment the case is registered (be it as a missing person or as an unidentified individual). It therefore 

covers the relevant investigative actions, with an emphasis on the identification process.

FAB contributors: Angel Carracedo, William Goodwin, Jose Luis Prieto, Mercedes Salado Puerto and 

Ajith Tennakoon.

ICRC contributors: Denise Abboud, Jose Pablo Baraybar, Oran Finegan, Stephen Fonseca, Pierre Guyo-

marc’h, Alejandra Jimenez, Udo Krenzer, Ximena Londoño, Maria Dolores Morcillo Mendez, Yarimar Ruiz 

Orozco, Alexandra Ortiz, Jacqueline Rodriguez Gonzalez, Jane Taylor and Kristy Winter, legal advisers at 

the ICRC, provided the section on the international legal framework and reviewed the legal references in 

the publication.

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.fsisyn.2021.100154
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.fsisyn.2021.100154
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1. INTRODUCTION

2 International Committee of the Red Cross (ICRC), Accompanying the Families of 

Missing Persons: A Practical Handbook, ICRC, Geneva, 2013: https://www.icrc.org/en/

publication/4110-accompanying-families-missing-persons-practical-handbook.

3 S. Cordner and S.T.D. Ellingham, “Two halves make a whole: Both first responders and experts are needed for the 

management and identification of the dead in large disasters”, Forensic Science International, Vol. 279, October 2017, 

pp. 60–64: https://doi.org/10.1016/j.forsciint.2017.07.020. 

4 The term “valid” refers here to the compliance of the final identification of an individual with the relevant legal 

framework in a particular context. In other words, the identification must be recognized from the scientific, legal 

and administrative perspectives. 

5 A death certificate is the legal document, issued by a medical practitioner and validated by a judicial authority, that 

registers the death of an individual and is used for legal and administrative procedures. In the context of missing 

persons, it’s the legal document that supports their fate. 

6 The ICRC understands a missing person as someone “whose whereabouts are unknown to his/her relatives and/

or who, on the basis of reliable information, has been reported missing in connection with an international or 

non-international armed conflict, other situations of violence, disasters or any other situation that may require the 

involvement of a competent State authority”. Based on: ICRC, The Missing and their Families: Documents of Reference, 

ICRC, Geneva, 2003: https://www.icrc.org/en/publication/0857-missing-and-their-families-documents-reference.

Uncertainty about the fate and whereabouts of a missing relative can have a direct effect on all members 

of the family unit2 and, in some cases, on an entire community.3 Most families will continue to search for 

their loved one until all avenues have been explored and until they receive valid4 and reliable information 

on their fate and/or whereabouts.

Operations by mandated entities generally focus on the recovery and individual identification of human 

remains. Yet the reality is much more complex – especially in disasters, migration scenarios, armed conflict 

and other situations of violence, 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. Indeed, for some it is possible that 

the remains will never be found or returned to their family. Not all missing persons are dead and not all 

searches for deceased persons result in finding a body. There is still, however, a need to carry out a process 

leading to the clarification of the fate and whereabouts of the missing. By default, all missing person cases 

should remain open or the family’s wishes should be otherwise followed until the person is found alive or 

dead, until the remains of the dead are located, identified and, where possible, returned to their family, and 

until the death is certified.5

The effective search for the missing and the identification of persons, alive or dead, are core components 

in prevention and in resolving the issue of missing persons.6 The identification of persons in any context 

– in routine cases or in large-scale events such as armed conflict and other situations of violence, disas-

ters and migration scenarios – is intrinsically linked to all the other steps in the search process. 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 pro-

tocols, standard operating procedures and others, there is still a lack of documentation and publications 

describing the search as a process that includes different steps based on scientific methods and investigative 

principles. The preliminary actions and context analysis steps of the search process are an essential part 

of the identification of individuals, and as such should be considered within overall identification efforts.

There are many examples at the international level of efforts made by states, international organizations, 

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 (including 

the identification of individuals) has exceeded local capacities, and it has proven inadequate at ensuring 

https://www.icrc.org/en/publication/4110-accompanying-families-missing-persons-practical-handbook
https://www.icrc.org/en/publication/4110-accompanying-families-missing-persons-practical-handbook
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a coordinated, integrated, multidisciplinary and very often multi-agency response as required. And in iden-

tification programmes, it can often prove challenging to appropriately integrate the initial phases of the 

search process into identification efforts, which adversely effects the outcome of identifications.

Much of the existing ICRC documentation and scientific literature on human identification provides useful 

information and recommendations for the location, recovery, examination and identification of human 

remains, including collection of ante-mortem and post-mortem data for identification purposes and the 

use of certain scientific techniques. However, less guidance is available on searching for and identifying 

living missing persons, and on searching in scenarios in which there may not be bodies. The notion that 

forensics refers only to the recovery, management and identification of human remains is overly narrow. 

Instead, it should be understood that forensic sciences and investigative techniques play a vital role in all 

steps involved in finding people who are reported missing or who are unidentified, irrespective of their 

possible fate – and specifically in the preliminary investigations7 and context analysis phases, which are 

essential parts of the identification process.

It is therefore necessary to revise traditional concepts and to expand the information that needs to be con-

sidered within the search and identification process. Doing so will support better investigations and help 

to reliably identify the missing in any state (dead or alive) and in any scenario (with or without bodies), 

while emphasizing the necessary integrated, multidisciplinary and very often multi-agency approach of 

the processes.

In light of the above, the main objectives of this document are:

 • to set out the basic principles and minimum standards that apply to the process of identifying 

missing persons, with a focus on large-scale events and regardless of the nature of the investigation 

(humanitarian, criminal or other)

 • to describe the main requirements to ensure effective articulation, communication and coordination 

between different levels of response (political, organizational and operational) and the involvement of 

concerned families, with clear roles and responsibilities

 • to provide key aspects that must be included when implementing programmes aimed at clarifying the 

fate and whereabouts of missing persons in given contexts.

This document does not purport to be a thorough or detailed protocol or instruction manual on forensic and 

investigative techniques. Rather, it is designed as guidance with the main purpose of unifying and clarifying 

key concepts and providing recommendations to manage the process of investigating and identifying miss-

ing persons in a holistic way – one that properly considers the participation of families and is applicable to 

both single cases and complex contexts.

The document is intended for all those involved in the investigation and identification of missing persons 

irrespective of their fate (alive or dead) and their possibilities for location: forensic and health practition-

ers, investigators, judicial operators, the police and other law enforcement authorities, military personnel, 

disaster managers, decision makers and policymakers, commissions on missing persons, administrative 

authorities, international organizations, NGOs, civil society and more.

7 For the purpose of this document, the term “investigation(s)” encompasses all actions involved in the preliminary 

steps of the missing person search and identification process, including searching for, recovering and identifying 

human remains. It includes, but is not limited, to the collection and analysis of information, from various sources 

and in different formats, required for determining the course of action in the search process, for identification 

purposes and, in the case of deceased individuals, for issuing the death certificate. 
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2.  THE INTERNATIONAL LEGAL 
FRAMEWORK

8 See: ICRC, Missing Persons and their Families – Factsheet, ICRC, Geneva, 2015: https://www.icrc.org/en/document/

missing-persons-and-their-families-factsheet; ICRC, Humanity after Life: Respecting and Protecting the Dead, ICRC, 

Geneva, 2019: https://www.icrc.org/en/document/humanity-after-life-respect-and-protection-dead.

9 See, e.g.: Additional Protocol I of 8 June 1977, Art. 32; ICRC, “Customary IHL Database”, Rule 117 (Accounting for 

Missing Persons): https://ihl-databases.icrc.org/customary-ihl/eng/docs/v1_rul_rule117. 

10 See, e.g.: ICRC, “Customary IHL Database”, Chapter 35: https://ihl-databases.icrc.org/customary-ihl/eng/docs/v1_

cha_chapter35. For more detailed information on specific provisions of the Geneva Conventions and their Additional 

Protocols please refer to: ICRC, Humanity after Life: Respecting and Protecting the Dead, ICRC, Geneva, 2019: https://

www.icrc.org/en/document/humanity-after-life-respect-and-protection-dead.

11 Ibid.

12 For further information on this point, see “penal repression” at: ICRC, “National Implementation of IHL: 

Documentation”: https://www.icrc.org/en/war-and-law/ihl-domestic-law/documentation#penal. Under IHL, 

enforced disappearances are not specifically listed as grave breaches or other serious violations of IHL. However, 

when an act of enforced disappearance amounts to one of the grave breaches listed in the Geneva Conventions 

of 1949 and Additional Protocol I (e.g. torture, inhuman treatment, wilfully causing great suffering or serious 

injury to body or health, and taking of hostages), it must be investigated, and those allegedly responsible must 

be prosecuted as required by the grave breaches regime. Furthermore, under customary IHL, serious violations of 

IHL, whether committed in international or non-international armed conflicts, constitute war crimes. See: ICRC, 

“Customary IHL Database”, Rule 98 (Enforced Disappearance): https://ihl-databases.icrc.org/customary-ihl/eng/

docs/v1_rul_rule98; Idem, Rule 156 (Definition of War Crimes): https://ihl-databases.icrc.org/customary-ihl/eng/

docs/v1_rul_rule156; Idem, Rule 158 (Prosecution of War Crimes): https://ihl-databases.icrc.org/customary-ihl/eng/

docindex/v1_rul_rule158.

International law – especially international humanitarian law (IHL) and international human rights law 

(IHRL) – contains obligations related to the missing and the dead.8 This section does not cover all IHL and 

IHRL rules relevant to this issue, but rather aims to outline legal obligations relevant to the search for and 

identification of missing persons and to the rights and needs of their families (including their participation 

in the search process).

2.1. INTERNATIONAL HUMANITARIAN LAW
IHL is a set of rules that applies to international and non-international armed conflicts. It includes rules 

that seek to prevent people from going missing as a result of armed conflict and to clarify the fate and 

whereabouts of those who do. Notably, IHL requires parties to the conflict to take all feasible measures to 

account for persons reported missing as a result of armed conflict and to provide their family members with 

any information they have about their fate.9

IHL also requires that the dead be respected and protected during international and non-international 

armed conflicts. It requires that parties to the conflict take all possible measures to search for, collect 

and evacuate the dead without adverse distinction. They must also record all available information before 

disposing of them and mark the location of the graves, with a view to identification.10 Identification is an 

obligation in terms of means: in other words, parties must do all they can with all means available to them. 

IHL also contains rules to ensure that the bodies of those who have died during armed conflict are properly 

handled and their dignity protected. Under IHL, parties to an armed conflict must endeavour to facilitate 

the return of human remains to families upon their request.11

IHL also establishes an obligation to investigate serious violations of IHL (or “war crimes”) and, if appro-

priate, to prosecute the suspect(s).12

https://www.icrc.org/en/document/missing-persons-and-their-families-factsheet
https://www.icrc.org/en/document/missing-persons-and-their-families-factsheet
https://ihl-databases.icrc.org/customary-ihl/eng/docs/v1_cha_chapter35
https://ihl-databases.icrc.org/customary-ihl/eng/docs/v1_cha_chapter35
https://www.icrc.org/en/document/humanity-after-life-respect-and-protection-dead
https://www.icrc.org/en/document/humanity-after-life-respect-and-protection-dead
https://ihl-databases.icrc.org/customary-ihl/eng/docs/v1_rul_rule98
https://ihl-databases.icrc.org/customary-ihl/eng/docs/v1_rul_rule98
https://ihl-databases.icrc.org/customary-ihl/eng/docs/v1_rul_rule156
https://ihl-databases.icrc.org/customary-ihl/eng/docs/v1_rul_rule156
https://ihl-databases.icrc.org/customary-ihl/eng/docindex/v1_rul_rule158
https://ihl-databases.icrc.org/customary-ihl/eng/docindex/v1_rul_rule158
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The right of families to know the fate and whereabouts of their missing relatives is enshrined in Protocol I 

additional to the Geneva Conventions. Article 32 establishes a general principle by which, in international 

armed conflicts, states parties, parties to the conflict and humanitarian organizations “shall be prompted 

mainly by the right of families to know the fate of their relatives”. Moreover, under customary IHL, each 

party to an international or non-international armed conflict “must take all feasible measures to account 

for persons reported missing as a result of armed conflict and must provide their family members with any 

information it has on their fate”.13 As noted in the explanation to Rule 117 in the ICRC’s study on custom-

ary IHL, “[p]ractice indicates that this rule is motivated by the right of families to know the fate of their 

missing relatives”.14

13 ICRC, “Customary IHL Database”, Rule 117 (Accounting for Missing Persons): https://ihl-databases.icrc.org/

customary-ihl/eng/docs/v1_rul_rule117. 

14 Ibid.

15 International Convention for the Protection of all Persons from Enforced Disappearance (ICPPED): https://www.

ohchr.org/en/hrbodies/ced/pages/conventionced.aspx. 

16 ICPPED, Art. 24.

17 ICPPED, Art. 15.

18 ICPPED, Art. 24.

19 The relevant provisions can be found in several international human rights law instruments, such as the 1948 

Universal Declaration of Human Rights (UDHR), the 1966 International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights 

(ICCPR), the 1984 Convention against Torture and Other Cruel, Inhuman or Degrading Treatment or Punishment 

(CAT), and the 2006 International Convention for the Protection of All Persons from Enforced Disappearance 

(ICPPED), as well as in various regional treaties such as the 1950 European Convention on Human Rights (ECHR), 

the 1969 American Convention on Human Rights (ACHR) and the 1986 African Charter on Human and Peoples’ 

Rights (AfCHPR).

2.2. INTERNATIONAL HUMAN RIGHTS LAW
IHRL contains rules and standards on preventing people from going missing and on clarifying the fate 

and whereabouts of those who do, as well as on the treatment of the dead. The International Convention 

for the Protection of All Persons from Enforced Disappearance (ICPPED)15 is the first universal treaty to 

include specific obligations for states parties to prevent and protect against enforced disappearance. In the 

case of alleged enforced disappearance, states must take all appropriate measures to search for, locate and 

release disappeared persons, including the dead, as well as to investigate acts of enforced disappearance and 

bring those responsible to justice.16 It also provides that states parties shall afford one another the great-

est measure of mutual assistance with a view to exhuming, identifying and returning the remains of the 

dead.17 Finally, states parties must take appropriate measures to uphold the victims’ right to know the truth 

regarding the circumstances of the enforced disappearance, the progress and results of the investigation, 

and the fate of the disappeared person.18

Other than on the matter of enforced disappearance, human rights treaties do not contain detailed provi-

sions dealing specifically with missing persons or the treatment of the dead. However, several provisions 

contained in these treaties have been interpreted by United Nations treaty bodies and regional courts as 

giving rise to obligations relevant to missing persons, including on clarifying their fate and whereabouts, 

as well as requiring states to comply with certain obligations relating to the dead and the rights of their 

relatives. Under IHRL, states can be held responsible for failing to uphold:

 • the right to life

 • human dignity

 • the prohibition of torture, cruel, inhuman or degrading treatment or punishment

 • the prohibition of enforced disappearance

 • the right to private and family life

 • the right to an effective remedy.19

https://ihl-databases.icrc.org/customary-ihl/eng/docs/v1_rul_rule117
https://ihl-databases.icrc.org/customary-ihl/eng/docs/v1_rul_rule117
https://www.ohchr.org/en/hrbodies/ced/pages/conventionced.aspx
https://www.ohchr.org/en/hrbodies/ced/pages/conventionced.aspx
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Notably, the right to life imposes a procedural duty for states to carry out an effective investigation on 

unlawful or suspicious deaths that occur within their jurisdiction.20

Finally, based on the right to an effective remedy and the obligation of public authorities to carry out an 

effective investigation into the circumstances surrounding a disappearance or other gross violations of 

human rights, human rights bodies and regional courts have also recognized a right to the truth.21

20 It is important to note, however, that these obligations only come into play when the death was the result of a 

potential violation of human rights. Indeed, under IHRL, the right to life imposes on states a procedural duty to 

investigate unlawful or suspicious deaths which are within their jurisdiction. See: United Nations Human Rights 

Committee, “General comment No. 36 on the International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights” (CCPR/C/GC/36), 

3 September 2019, paragraphs 27–29: https://undocs.org/CCPR/C/GC/36.

21 See, e.g.: United Nations General Assembly, “Right to the truth: Report of the Office of the High Commissioner 

for Human Rights” (A/HRC/5/7), 7 June 2007: https://undocs.org/A/HRC/5/7; United Nations Economic and Social 

Council, “Report of the independent expert to update the Set of principles to combat impunity, Diane Orentlicher. 

Addendum: Updated Set of principles for the protection and promotion of human rights through action to combat 

impunity” (E/CN.4/2005/102/Add.1), 8 February 2005: https://undocs.org/E/CN.4/2005/102/Add.1. See also, e.g.: 

Inter-American Court of Human Rights, Bámaca-Velásquez v. Guatemala, Judgement of 25 November 2000 (Merits), 

para. 201; Barrios Altos v. Peru, Judgment of 14 March 2001 (Merits), para. 48; European Court of Human Rights, 

Cyprus v. Turkey, Judgment, 10 May 2001, para. 136. 

22 See: The Sphere Project, Humanitarian Charter and Minimum Standards in Humanitarian Response, Practical Action 

Publishing, Rugby, 2011: https://www.humanitarianresponse.info/sites/www.humanitarianresponse.info/files/

documents/files/sphere_handbook_2011_english.pdf.

23 For the implementation of IHL see, e.g.: X. Londono and A. Ortiz Signoret, Implementing international law: 

“An avenue for preventing disappearances, resolving cases of missing persons and addressing the needs of their 

families”, International Review of the Red Cross, No. 99 (2), 2017, pp. 547–567: https://international-review.icrc.org/

sites/default/files/irrc_99_905_6.pdf; ICRC, ”Domestic law and IHL”: https://www.icrc.org/en/war-and-law/

ihl-domestic-law.

2.3. INTERNATIONAL DISASTER RESPONSE LAW
Beyond IHRL and IHL, international disaster response law also includes a number of “soft-law” instru-

ments related to forensic activities and the management of the dead. The 2011 Humanitarian Charter and 

Minimum Standards in Humanitarian Response, published by the Sphere Project, sets out a number of univer-

sal minimum standards for disposing of dead bodies in a manner that is dignified, culturally appropriate 

and based on good public-health practice.22 The Sphere Project also provides guidelines for handling the 

remains of the dead following a natural disaster. During armed conflict, however, IHL rules on the man-

agement of the dead will apply and take precedence.

2.4. TRANSLATING INTERNATIONAL 
LAW INTO PRACTICE

National implementation23 of these bodies of international law is a necessary step to ensure that the miss-

ing and the dead are searched for and that their families receive proper answers about what has happened 

to their relatives. As such, implementing international law involves working on the adoption or reform of 

laws, policies, administrative regulations and other texts, as well as taking measures to ensure these rules 

are applied in practice. Doing so will allow for the adoption of comprehensive national legal and policy 

frameworks to address the issue of missing and dead persons, and for the development of appropriate 

processes with clear mandates and capacities (including for search and identification) that meet the needs 

of their families.

https://www.humanitarianresponse.info/sites/www.humanitarianresponse.info/files/documents/files/sphere_handbook_2011_english.pdf
https://www.humanitarianresponse.info/sites/www.humanitarianresponse.info/files/documents/files/sphere_handbook_2011_english.pdf
https://international-review.icrc.org/sites/default/files/irrc_99_905_6.pdf
https://international-review.icrc.org/sites/default/files/irrc_99_905_6.pdf
https://www.icrc.org/en/war-and-law/ihl-domestic-law
https://www.icrc.org/en/war-and-law/ihl-domestic-law


P.
-J

. D
e 

Pu
e/

IC
RC



10 THE FORENSIC HUMAN IDENTIFICATION PROCESS: AN INTEGRATED APPROACH

3. GENERAL PRINCIPLES

24 J.P. Baraybar, I. Caridi and J. Stockwell, “A forensic perspective on the new disappeared: Migration revisited”, in R. 

Parra, S. Zapico and D. Ubelaker (eds), Forensic Science and Humanitarian Action: Interacting with the Dead and the Living, 

Willey, New Jersey, 2020: https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/pdf/10.1002/9781119482062.ch7.

25 L. Hackman, “Forensic Anthropology and Missing Persons Investigations”, in S. Morewitz and 

C. Sturdy Colls (eds), Handbook of Missing Persons, Springer, Switzerland, 2017, pp.415–425: https://doi.

org/10.1007/978-3-319-40199-7_27.

The following key concepts and principles on the investigation and identification of missing persons apply 

in all circumstances in which people go missing and to all categories of cases. They are non-legal in nature: 

they are based on the requirements of the scientific methods and investigative techniques that need to be 

applied to the process. While the exact procedures will depend on the approach applied in each case, these 

key concepts and principles remain relevant in all cases. And more importantly, they help to ensure that 

families are properly included and kept informed throughout the process.

a. The search and identification processes24 combine several interrelated steps leading to the clarification 

of the fate and whereabouts of a missing person or an unidentified person (alive or dead).

b. In a generic sense, and for the purposes of this document, “fate” refers to the state or condition of 

the person (alive or dead), while “whereabouts” relates to the person’s journey and the circumstances 

that led to that state (fate) and location.

c. The search for missing persons involves a series of steps aiming at tracking and reconstructing, 

in retrospect, their journey to determine with a degree of certainty or confidence their fate 

and whereabouts.

d. Information on a missing person’s whereabouts can help to infer their fate. However, to determine 

with certainty the fate of a missing person, it is necessary to identify them. (Identification is also 

required to issue a death certificate, which legally confirms the death of a person.)

e. The outcome of the process does not necessarily imply actually finding the individual or a body. It 

is possible to infer the fate of a missing person through investigation, or even to technically identify 

the person with confidence without physically accessing an individual or a body. Discussions around 

resolving missing person cases need to incorporate these scenarios and take a broad approach.

f. The identification phase is also of an investigative nature. In this phase, information collected from 

different sources is used to reconstruct the missing person’s journey and arrive at the resulting 

conclusions. Preliminary investigation and context analysis are fundamental aspects of the process.25 

This includes collecting, evaluating and analysing information, and making hypotheses (such as on 

the missing person’s location or possible fate, or on the identities of located human remains) that will 

determine the next course of action.

g. Any methodological approach to searching for the missing must be based on the principle that, unless 

there is reliable information or evidence, the person’s fate is still uncertain and it should not therefore 

be assumed that they are dead.

h. Search and identification is a dynamic process. It should not be thought of as one-directional or as 

a linear sequence of phases, but rather as a process in which information is constantly analysed and 

cross-checked, and in which consideration is given to the outcome at each step. This then feeds back 

into ongoing activities, helping to establish what additional actions may be required.

https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-40199-7_27
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-40199-7_27
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i. The complexity of the search and identification process depends on a variety of factors, including the 

circumstances of the case, the applicable legal frameworks and available institutional capacities.

j. The identification of an individual 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 their finding). The quality, quantity and availability of this 

information have 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.

k. Identification is the result of a process that includes collection, analysis and comparison of 

information, rather than a result of using a given technique (such as a laboratory test). The outcome 

of this process may also include the exclusion of identity.

l. Information should be compared as independent lines of evidence; each will include comparable data 

from different sources to confirm or refute a hypothesis formulated during the identification process.

m. Even in simple cases, the identification must involve several lines of evidence rather than relying 

solely on a single technique (such as fingerprints, dental records or DNA). The type and number 

of lines of evidence will depend on the context and complexity of the case. Assessing lines of 

information is a specific step in the process and has specific requirements in terms of the knowledge, 

background and experience of the human resources involved in this step.

n. A conclusion should be reached by considering all datasets without discriminating against any and by 

systematically reviewing not only what appears to match in similarities but also proactively seeking 

to find discrepancies, both explainable and unexplainable. In this sense, the process of identification 

requires access to and analysis of all information available on a given case.

o. In cases where it might not be possible to issue an identification report (such as in the absence of 

a physical individual or human remains), all available information should be used to establish the 

person’s fate and likely whereabouts based on circumstantial evidence.26 If the person is dead, this 

information can be used to issue a death certificate.

p. The act of correctly allocating a name to a person after the identification process per se is only one 

part of providing information to families. The retrospective reconstruction of the circumstances 

leading to the fate and whereabouts of a person is also an essential part of the identification process 

– not only to complete the final identification, but to inform families about the circumstances of their 

relative’s disappearance or death. It is therefore critical to ensure that efforts to clarify both these 

components – fate and whereabouts – are properly addressed. And it is equally important to include 

families in the process and to keep them informed at regular intervals, regardless of the outcome of 

the search.

q. As well as being direct beneficiaries of the response, families are also a source of essential 

information that can help to identify the dead, including the names and physical descriptions of 

missing relatives, and biological samples.

r. The families/relatives of missing persons (and the community at large) should be properly involved in 

the search process, and should be regularly informed of developments and decisions taken. The rights 

of families to justice, truth and reparation cannot be fulfilled unless they have clear information about 

26 In this document, “evidence” refers to the information obtained from the processing of information and/

or materials using scientific/criminalistic methods and expressed in a written report, usually in the form of 

conclusions. It should not be given any judicial or probatory value connotation within a criminal accountability 

investigative process, but a scientific identifying and individualizing value as explained in this document.
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the circumstances of disappearance, the identification details and, if the person has died, the cause, 

manner and circumstances of their death.

s. The identification process must follow a scientific method and adhere to basic criminalistics and 

forensic sciences principles in order to improve the rate of success and guarantee the reliability 

of the results. This applies regardless of the purpose of the investigation (criminal proceedings or 

otherwise). Aspects such as documentation and preservation of evidence, chain of custody and quality 

assurance are vital to achieving a successful outcome, and will also help to build trust between 

families and the other parties involved.

t. Any decision on identification forms part of a process that is logical and objective, but also holistic 

and comprehensive. The process should also be multidisciplinary, objective, integrated, exhaustive, 

inclusive, multi-agency-coordinated, and able to withstand peer review/auditing.

u. Given its multidimensional nature, the identification process requires dynamic, multi-factorial and 

articulated dialogue throughout the investigation. This facilitates the decision-making process, 

including by ensuring that families have the information they need to make informed decisions.27

v. Large-scale events28 require a comprehensive mechanism, in which protocols need to be adapted to 

properly address key challenges such as overwhelmed structures, weak information management 

systems and, in some cases, sometimes transnational exchanges. The scientific, criminalistic and 

investigative principles of the identification process – including the preliminary investigations 

and context analysis phases – should be adhered to at all times, and families should be 

appropriately involved.

w. Roles and responsibilities should be assigned according to the knowledge and skillsets of the 

parties involved, and in a manner consistent with the mandate of the relevant entities and/or the 

ultimate goal of a given project. Doing so will allow forensic experts, police investigators and other 

authorities (such as the judiciary) to coordinate their actions in an optimal, transparent, effective 

and efficient manner. Coordination, communication and information-sharing are vital to ensuring 

effective outcomes.

27      See Minimum Standard 3 in: S. Navarro, P. Pérez Sales and F. Kernjak, “International Consensus on Principles 

and Minimal Standards for Psychosocial Work in Search Processes and Forensic Investigations in Cases of Enforced 

Disappearances, Arbitrary or Extrajudicial Executions”, in International Commission of Jurists (ICJ), Enforced 

Disappearance and Extrajudicial Execution: Investigation and Sanction - A Practitioners Guide, ICJ, Geneva, 2015: https://

www.icj.org/wp-content/uploads/2015/12/Universal-Enforced-Disappearance-and-Extrajudicial-Execution-PGNo9-

Publications-Practitioners-guide-series-2015-ENG.pdf.

28 M. Salado Puerto and H. Tuller, “Large-scale forensic investigations into the missing: challenges and 

considerations”, Forensic Science International, Vo. 279, October 2017, pp. 219–228: https://doi.org/10.1016/j.

forsciint.2017.08.025.

https://www.icj.org/wp-content/uploads/2015/12/Universal-Enforced-Disappearance-and-Extrajudicial-Execution-PGNo9-Publications-Practitioners-guide-series-2015-ENG.pdf
https://www.icj.org/wp-content/uploads/2015/12/Universal-Enforced-Disappearance-and-Extrajudicial-Execution-PGNo9-Publications-Practitioners-guide-series-2015-ENG.pdf
https://www.icj.org/wp-content/uploads/2015/12/Universal-Enforced-Disappearance-and-Extrajudicial-Execution-PGNo9-Publications-Practitioners-guide-series-2015-ENG.pdf
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.forsciint.2017.08.025
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.forsciint.2017.08.025
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4.  THE IDENTIFICATION 
PROCESS

4.1. DEFINITIONS
While there is no legal definition of a “missing person” under international law, the ICRC understands 

missing persons as individuals of whom their families have no news and/or who, on the basis of reliable 

information, have been reported missing as a result of an armed conflict – international or non-inter-

national – or other situations of violence, or any other situation that may require the involvement of a 

competent state authority (including disasters and migration scenarios).

For the purposes of this guide, there are two broad categories:

 • missing persons (identities without bodies): The identity of the person is known (from a list of names 

of missing persons) but their fate and the whereabouts are unknown.

 • unidentified	persons (bodies without identities): The person (alive or dead) is physically present but 

their identity is unknown. Normally, a dead body is not legally considered to be a “person” but the 

term as used here is inclusive of both living and deceased individuals. In many contexts, a distinction 

is made between unidentified persons, “unidentified decedents” and “unidentified human remains”. 

For the sake of simplicity, the term unidentified person will be used throughout this guide regardless 

of the person’s status.

This guide also introduces two concepts that mark a departure from conventional thinking. In the past, the 

term “ante-mortem” referred to all information relating to missing persons, and the term “post-mortem” 

referred to all the information relating to unidentified human remains. Yet these terms are restrictive and 

not suitable for all scenarios, meaning that their generic use is not appropriate in all cases. Not all miss-

ing persons are dead, so “ante-mortem” (i.e. 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, since there are frequent cases in which living people require their identity 

to be proven (such as undocumented individuals, infants and children stolen or separated from their fam-

ilies, unaccompanied children in migration or mass-disaster scenarios, people requiring treatment for an 

illnesses or after a trauma, or detainees in clandestine detention centres). Therefore, “post-mortem” (i.e. 

after death) is also too narrow and generic.

In keeping with the missing person/unidentified person distinction explained above, the following two 

terms will therefore be used throughout this guide:

 • missing person data: This replaces the traditional term “ante-mortem data”.

 • unidentified	person	data: This replaces the traditional term “post-mortem data” when referring to 

individuals (alive or dead) whose identity is unknown (post-mortem data are only one part of this 

broader category when reliable proof of death has been confirmed).

“Identification” could be defined as “the individualization of a person to determine who they are”. This can 

be applied to living persons as well as to 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. 

Identification is achieved through the process of comparison of information. It is necessary to deconstruct 

the concept of identification frequently used, in a narrow sense, as a synonym of the technique applied to 

reach the conclusion (e.g. genetic identification or dental identification), and to adopt a broader compre-

hensive, holistic, integral and multidisciplinary approach.
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“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 people.29 In this sense, the 

identification process should consider not only the technical challenges, but also the political and social 

complexities and their meaning.

In establishing the identity of an unidentified person (alive or dead), there are several levels of recognition:

1. The technical and legal level (as mentioned above), where the individualization 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. The family level, in which the relatives accept (or reject) the evidence of identification of the 

missing person.

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

Without credibility, legality and legitimacy at all levels, the identification 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.30 Establishing appropriate interaction between fam-

ilies and relevant entities, encouraging the proper involvement of families and regularly keeping them 

informed about the process and results helps to build a trusting environment that facilitates communica-

tion and understanding and, therefore, acceptance of the identification results.

29 S. Wagner, To Know Where He Lies: DNA Technology and the Search for Srebrenica’s Missing, University of California Press, 

Berkeley, 2008. 

30 M. Tidball-Binz, “Forensic Investigations into the Missing: Recommendations and Operational Best Practices”, in 

A. Schmitt, E. Cunha and J. Pinheiro (eds), Forensic Anthropology and Medicine: Complementary Sciences from Recovery to 

Cause of Death, Humana Press Inc., Totowa, 2006, pp. 383–407: https://doi.org/10.1007/978-1-59745-099-7_16.

4.2. STRATEGY
The strategy employed in a specific operation will depend on the scenario considered. Even though the 

methodology is based on key concepts and principles, the procedures will need to be adapted to the context, 

the type of case, its magnitude, its complexity and the time of intervention, as well as to context-specific 

patterns or trends. Examples include:

 • international and non-international armed conflicts

 • other violence

 • disasters, including those with mass fatalities

 • migration

 • a combination of the above.

The practices set out in this document may also be useful in situations not specifically listed here, such as 

in cases of femicide, human trafficking, routine missing person and death cases.

In addition to the above, of the following key considerations should be taken into account when adapting 

procedures and implementing processes aiming at the identification of missing persons:

a. The strategy used to conduct an investigation and its feasibility depend on the moment in time in 

which it is carried out and the most pressing interventions (e.g. priority to preserve life immediately 

after a missing person disappears versus the need to preserve a mass grave site as an objective, years 

after an armed conflict has ended). Time-related challenges differ in recent cases versus an enquiry 

into events that happened in the past. But they include common aspects such as security (of all those 

involved, including persons of interest and families); mobility (geographically speaking) of persons 

of interest; access to witnesses, alleged perpetrators and/or missing persons’ relatives; the quality of 

the available information about the missing persons and/or unidentified bodies; the political context; 

motivations; altered landscapes, revitalization or development of affected areas; possible changes of 

burial sites; and the availability of human remains.
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b. Another factor that influences the methodology is whether investigations are carried out as part of 

national operations (i.e. involving one country only) or international operations (i.e. involving 

more than one country), as this may incorporate different governmental and non-governmental 

coordination components. This situation is evident, for example, in the location and identification of 

missing migrants where it is necessary not only to implement a national search system, but also to 

develop transnational coordination mechanisms. The same applies to mass-disaster incidents such as 

plane crashes, or to other disasters where foreigners may be included among the dead.

c. Determining the scale or magnitude of the case to be investigated is fundamental to adjusting 

procedures during the planning and implementation phases. For this purpose, it is necessary to 

quantify, as accurately as possible, the number of missing persons and/or deceased resulting from 

the event(s). The challenge (and starting point) is to compile a list of names that is as exhaustive 

as possible, and that is centralized, unified and coordinated among the institutions or organizations 

involved in the investigation. 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. The local capacity to respond 

to large-scale events, including existing regulations, available alternative infrastructure and extra 

human resources, needs to be evaluated so that a contextualized strategy can be developed.

d. Another factor to consider is the categorization of the case, which is based on the availability of 

confirmed information about the victims and their identity. A case will be categorized as closed if 

the number of victims of a specific event is known and if there is a list of the alleged individuals 

that may be related to the event in question. It will be categorized as open when there is no such 

list, which will greatly affect the complexity of the case and the specific requirements in terms of 

methodology. The classic example of a closed population event is plane crash, in which the list of the 

presumed deceased is available via the flight manifest. When conducting search operations, forensic 

practitioners and other entities are usually faced with mixed or semi-closed contexts, in which the 

identity of some but not all missing persons is known, or in which there is a partial list of possible 

individuals or identity hypotheses. An open population event may involve single or multiple incidents 

in which an unknown number of individuals are affected and for which there is no presumed list 

of names. Multiple incidents may occur over a short period of time or for many years (e.g. armed 

conflict, other violence or migration scenarios), leading to large inventories of missing persons and 

human remains requiring reconciliation 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 may do so to some but not all entities or through other avenues.

e. There are other components to consider that add to the complexity of investigations per se, as well 

as response-related aspects that will affect strategy development. Event-related factors could 

include population displacement or separation (at the national and/or international level); voluntary 

disappearance or voluntary loss of contact; change of identity; biological and socio-economic diversity 

within the group of missing persons; the conditions/state of preservation of the body (decomposed, 

commingled, incomplete and/or fragmented, burnt, etc.); subsequent events 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 prevent further damage and compromise 

by the environment, secondary graves, exhumation, transportation, poor mortuary management 

practices, lack of body security, deliberate malicious interference, etc.); and access to sources of 

information (protection of personal information, restricted security information, military files, 

mobility of witnesses and relatives).

f. Other factors more related to the context and available local capacities include weak or non-existent 

birth, death and migration registration systems, and inadequate detention and health-care facilities.
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g. Lastly, it is important to consider political will in the design and/or implementation of search policies 

and actions. Political will is often one of the key factors in this regard, and is often directly linked to 

the availability of funding or budget allocation.

It is common to observe efforts being devoted to collecting genetic samples from missing persons’ relatives 

and from unidentified persons at the expense of a thorough investigation. Other steps in the investigation 

and identification procedures that are particularly critical – such as collecting information on events and 

individuals, and recovering and examining remains in cases of death – are often neglected or left unat-

tended. As a result, there is often a lack of information to reconstruct events and determine the person’s 

whereabouts, as well as a shortage of comparative data to support or sustain an identification in clarifying 

their fate.

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. Having incomplete informa-

tion or delivering poor performance at any stage of the identification process will compromise the ability 

of other parties to play their part in resolving cases.

The investigation and identification of missing persons are complex procedures requiring a vast number 

of professionals and, in some cases, involving a long-term operation over several years. The appropriate 

involvement of families – not only as providers but also as repositories of information – will be beneficial 

in avoiding uncertainty during the process. This will ensure that they participate as much as possible in 

the investigation and that the authorities keep them informed. The methodology must therefore adopt a 

holistic approach: reconstructing the history of an individual from the beginning of their journey to the 

end, informing and involving families to the extent they so wish at different stages of the search process, 

and letting go of the commonly held assumption that all missing persons are dead.

4.3. ORGANIZATIONAL STRUCTURE
Since the identification process must consider all possible lines of evidence 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 multi-agency approach – with clear roles and responsibilities – should 

be envisioned so that each step of the process is carried out in an integrated manner.

Ideally, there should be a leading agency (or leading agent) responsible for the overall management of the 

process, primarily to ensure the above-mentioned requirements are fulfilled. The medico-legal system is 

usually responsible for identifying missing persons. In the death investigation process, it is also respon-

sible for identifying human remains. Given the nature of human identification and the various stages or 

steps as explained in this document, different units or subsections will normally have specific tasks and 

responsibilities according to their main role. The identification coordinator must ensure that the outcome 

of each step is appropriately integrated into the process, and that information is analysed and reconciled.

In large-scale events or contexts with high number of missing persons/unidentified bodies, and in cases 

where the state of preservation of bodies challenges the identification process, it has proved necessary 

to set up special identification	units	and/or	an	identification	committee	– at a governmental or mixed 

(state-NGO) level – in order to resolve cases in a more integrated and holistic manner. Examples include 

the Special Forensic Identification Unit, which is part of the Chilean Medical Legal Service, and the Special 

Investigations Unit, which is part of the British Columbia Coroners Service in Canada.
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When developing a missing person and unidentified person investigation strategy and establishing a func-

tional structure, especially in complex contexts or large-scale scenarios, it is important to pay attention to 

the following items:

 • existing (and lacking) legislation, regulations and procedures

 • local capacity and expertise (to leverage or build)

 • infrastructure and equipment (e.g. mortuaries, cemeteries)

 • information management

 • family/community needs and services (e.g. support centres).31

Appropriate physical and psychological care for the people that carry out the operational work needs to be 

included in the scope. The well-being of human resources (judicial authorities, forensic staff, etc.) has a 

direct impact on the outcome of the work, as well as on their interaction with other experts, institutions 

and, by extension, families. This concept is widely considered among forensic teams and institutions, who 

can address it through continuous training. Providing care for workers contributes to the professionalism 

of staff and empowers them to interact with relatives in a precise and respectful manner.

31 A national mechanism such as a commission on missing persons, including national/local family focal points, 

facilitates interaction and engagement with families. 

32 S. Navarro, P. Pérez Sales and F. Kernjak, “International Consensus on Principles and Minimal Standards for Psychosocial 

Work in Search Processes and Forensic Investigations in Cases of Enforced Disappearances, Arbitrary or Extrajudicial 

Executions”, in International Commission of Jurists (ICJ), Enforced Disappearance and Extrajudicial Execution: Investigation 

and Sanction - A Practitioners Guide, ICJ, Geneva, 2015: https://www.icj.org/wp-content/uploads/2015/12/Universal-

Enforced-Disappearance-and-Extrajudicial-Execution-PGNo9-Publications-Practitioners-guide-series-2015-ENG.pdf.

4.4. RELATIONS WITH FAMILIES
Interactions with families during past missing person and/or unidentified person investigations have 

allowed reflection on the role and responsibilities of judicial operators, investigators and forensic practi-

tioners in supporting these families in the identification process. Multiple experiences in different contexts 

have enabled experts and other parties to develop and agree on minimum standards of practice. These 

recommendations and principles,32 beyond addressing the needs of families, also have a significant impact 

on the quality and reliability of the work.

DIRECTOR/MANAGER

SUPPORT SECTIONS
(LEGAL, FINANCIAL, ADMINISTRATIVE, 
COMMUNICATIONS, IT, QUALITY CONTROL
& QUALITY ASSURANCE, ETC.)

OPERATIONAL SECTION:
SEARCH/IDENTIFICATION 
PROCESS COORDINATOR

INVESTIGATIONS & CONTEXT ANALYSIS UNIT

RECOVERY UNIT

EXAMINATIONS UNIT

SPECIALIZED LABORATORIES

IDENTIFICATION UNIT

DATA MANAGEMENT UNIT

SUPPORT TO FAMILIES UNIT

Figure 1: Example of an organizational structure involved in missing person search and identification operations. 
In this set-up, the Investigations and Context Analysis Unit or the Support to Families Unit might be responsible 
for collecting information from missing persons’ families. In any event, regular communication between, and 
coordination among, all units is essential.

https://www.icj.org/wp-content/uploads/2015/12/Universal-Enforced-Disappearance-and-Extrajudicial-Execution-PGNo9-Publications-Practitioners-guide-series-2015-ENG.pdf
https://www.icj.org/wp-content/uploads/2015/12/Universal-Enforced-Disappearance-and-Extrajudicial-Execution-PGNo9-Publications-Practitioners-guide-series-2015-ENG.pdf


THE IDENTIFICATION PROCESS 19

Families should receive different types of information throughout the process. This right of access also 

covers forensic information, including the results of the identification process and other potential analyses, 

technical details, and 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 

investigators, including forensic experts, will provide clarity on the ongoing efforts and on operational 

timeframes; this directly helps to mitigate wrong assumptions and expectations. Experiences of search 

operations have highlighted that regular meetings between authorities, investigators, forensic experts and 

families drastically decreases uncertainty and alleviates anxiety, as well as contributing to the acceptance 

of results.

The search itself generates great anguish in families and the idea that something may have happened to 

their loved ones causes 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”.33 It describes how the missing individual 

is psychologically present within the family but not physically present owing to the unknown proof of death 

or being alive. It is recommended that the minimum standards of psychosocial support be integrated at the 

national level into public policies, legal frameworks, and the regulations and procedures of the institutions 

in charge, for both experts and families.34

When families have no news of the fate and whereabouts of their loved ones, they begin the search on their 

own. Authorities must mitigate this risk by anticipating this action, as well as other needs and expectations 

of families, and adapting the legal frameworks and institutional structures so that they meet the families’ 

evolving requirements, as well as by placing families at the centre of the operation, following applicable 

international obligations, standards and best practices. Measures must integrate the communities and 

highlight respect for, and recognition of, the rights of missing persons’ families.

Collecting 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 

privacy and confidentiality. Others, meanwhile, may ask for the family to be included in reconstructing 

the biography of their loved ones. Other members of the community may even be involved in this recon-

struction work, if cultural customs so indicate. Family members may also request support from legal 

representatives, forensic experts or other members of family associations to help them understand techni-

cal language. The interviews must take place where families feel safe and comfortable to talk, for instance 

in public or semi-public spaces such as public offices, NGO offices, consulates or universities, or directly 

in the community. The ability to participate in the process also gives family members the possibility not 

to participate, including by withdrawing previously provided information such as biological reference 

samples for genetic analysis.

Aside from information about the missing person, it is important to collect information about the expec-

tations and wishes of the family through the identification process, and to properly inform them of the 

possibilities and limitations involved, so as not to raise unrealistic expectations.

33 P. Boss, “The Context and Process of Theory Development: The Story of Ambiguous Loss”, Journal of Family Theory & 

Review, Vol. 8, Issue 3, September 2016, pp. 269–286: https://doi.org/10.1111/jftr.12152.

34 U. Hofmeister and S. Navarro, “A psychosocial approach in forensic humanitarian action: The Latin American 

perspective”, Forensic Science International, Vol. 280, November 2017, pp. 35–43: https://doi.org/10.1016/j.

forsciint.2017.08.027.

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.forsciint.2017.08.027
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.forsciint.2017.08.027


20 THE FORENSIC HUMAN IDENTIFICATION PROCESS: AN INTEGRATED APPROACH

4.5. LEGAL ASPECTS

35 E. Stover and R. Shigekane, “Exhumation of mass graves: Balancing legal and humanitarian needs”, in E. Stover 

and H.M. Weinstein (eds), My Neighbor, My Enemy: Justice and Community in the Aftermath of Mass Atrocity, Cambridge 

University Press, Cambridge, 2004, pp. 85–103: https://doi.org/10.1017/CBO9780511720352.007.

Identification should always be mandatory under the domestic legal framework for the medico-legal inves-

tigation of deaths, and not only to establish the cause, manner and circumstances of death. In this way, 

it should be possible – from a legal and public policy perspective – to identify all citizens. The authorities 

should have the necessary resources to include, within the medico-legal system, a structure responsible for 

identifying deceased persons. In the same way, the institutions and structures responsible for identifying 

deceased persons may build the rights of families into their policies and procedures in such a way their 

demands are properly attended to and managed. Preventive efforts are also important, such as ensur-

ing that management of the dead and affected families is part of National Emergency Preparedness and 

Response Plans, which states usually adopt by way of domestic legislation.

Forensic sciences have been considered as a useful tool to support states in meeting their obligations 

on the identification of missing persons, including for serious violations of IHRL and IHL (e.g. enforced 

disappearance).

Some forensic investigations, especially those conducted by law enforcement agencies investigating large-

scale cases, focus on ascertaining the “categorical identification”35 of the individual (such as their ethnicity, 

religion and biological profile, and the cause and manner of their death). Categorical identification is gen-

erally needed for prosecution purposes, except for instance, in cases of genocide, where the identification of 

single bodies is not necessary to demonstrate that the crime was committed. However, once these attributes 

have been established, the “individual identification” of the person should be addressed, in order to meet 

the rights and the needs of the families and the individual.

In law enforcement cases, the identification of an unidentified 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 asso-

ciated evidence in non-criminal deaths is not routinely presented in court), the same strict policies and 

practices should be adhered to in order to ensure that the forensic identification is reliable and that the 

conclusion is accurate. After all, identification contributes to the resolution of other legal proceedings, 

provides clarity surrounding the death in response to community safety and security concerns, contributes 

to vital statistics and, most importantly, meets the needs of surviving families.

The final decision involving an identification is a legal decision. For this reason, it should be made by 

authorities with competence in the matter (legal	identification) and should be supported by a series of lines 

of evidence, including the conclusions reached at the technical or forensic level and provided in the form of 

an Integrated Forensic Identification Report (technical	identification). In other words, legal identifications 

are validated by a competent authority based on the technical opinion or decision of experts.
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4.6. THE PROCESS

36 C. Kuner and M. Marelli (eds), Handbook on Data Protection in Humanitarian Action, 2nd ed., ICRC, Geneva, 2020: 

https://www.icrc.org/en/data-protection-humanitarian-action-handbook.

The various stages of the identification process will be presented in the sections that follow. They are rep-

resented visually in Figure 2 below. However, as mentioned earlier, the identification process is dynamic 

information flows in different directions. In other words, the process cannot be treated as a linear, unidi-

rectional sequence of events. 

4.6.1. PRELIMINARY INVESTIGATION AND CONTEXT ANALYSIS
The preliminary investigation and context analysis involve evaluating and analysing all the available infor-

mation in order to formulate a hypothesis and to establish the next course of action (including collecting 

additional information). The hypothesis can include, but is not limited to, the possible persons’ identities 

(lists of missing and/or dead persons), how they went missing (reconstruction of the events since they 

went missing), and the place in which they may be found (alive or dead). Understanding the context at the 

moment the person went missing should be inherent to any operation. This can include the political/and 

or security situation, the presence of non-state armed groups in the area (for armed conflicts and/or other 

violence), patterns of disappearance, migration routes, and the original migration purpose and destination.

Information at this stage can be grouped into several categories: written sources, oral sources, audiovisual 

sources, and social media and cyber-communication sources. While these types of sources will have an 

impact on the strategy and procedures, information should always be collected and recorded thoroughly, 

in detail and by trained individuals. 

While conducting the search to locate the missing person, efforts to reconstruct their whereabouts will also 

provide families, communities and societies with an accurate account of the events (i.e. to uphold the right 

to know, right to truth). It is equally important to consider aspects related to data protection and the “do 

no harm” principle, especially where families remain in a vulnerable position within bigger state systems. 

The data protection principles36 of minimization and proportionality (i.e. only information necessary for the 

stated purpose is to be processed) should also be considered properly at all levels. Given the possibilities of 

modern technology – especially social media data – it is likewise important to take all required measures, 

to ensure prior analysis has been conducted, and to make sure proper governance is in place.

PRELIMINARY INVESTIGATIONS
AND CONTEXT ANALYSIS
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Figure 2: Visual representation of the different steps in the identification process (arrows reflect the flow 
of information).
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During the initial phases, a list of missing persons and/or unidentified bodies should be compiled. Com-

piling a unified list of missing persons is one of the main challenges in the implementation of large-scale 

investigations. In the case of unidentified bodies, the existing medico-legal system should be able to draw 

up a consolidated record of the number of cases after an event. In most open cases, the list of missing 

persons and/or unidentified bodies might be produced at the same time as the missing person search and 

identification process is set up. It is unrealistic to expect that a consolidated list will be ready before the 

process starts; the list of names/figures can be adjusted during the process.

In general, after any event, there are many incomplete lists of victims drawn up by different agencies and 

institutions, by relatives’ organizations and by NGOs, among others. This can cause confusion and errors 

if a complete list is not centralized or collated and systematically updated. Immediately after a large-scale 

event, shock and uncertainty as to the whereabouts of loved ones can significantly inflate the number of 

people reported missing for several reasons, associated mostly with a failure of relatives to positively com-

municate with their loved ones. But the opposite can also occur when investigations are conducted years 

after an incident or series of events. Here, the number of missing/dead persons is often underestimated for 

a number of reasons, including:

 • fear of reporting

 • mobility

 • economic or administrative obstacles

 • security concerns

 • dispersed populations (migration, diaspora)

 • lack of coordination among participating agencies

 • a non-existent or vague system for the reporting of disappearances

 • politicization of an event

 • stigmatization of missing persons’ families

 • corruption and fraudulent motivations to report higher numbers of missing and dead.

In contexts of enforced disappearances or migration, the fear of risk of prosecution or incarceration (of 

the missing person, reporting family member or other family members) may prevent relatives from 

approaching authorities.

When drawing up consolidated lists, it is essential to have a robust information management system in 

place. This will not only support centralization and consolidation, but also avoid duplicate cases from being 

registered. The simple act of misspelling a name can cause a single missing person to be registered twice if 

reported by two different people, while not differentiating missing persons from their registered relatives 

in the system could lead to overestimation of the number of entries.

Irrespective of whether the situation is a 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 quantification purposes 

and allows for tracking/traceability of professional management of all associated file material. It also sup-

ports effective communication and exchange between investigators, families and agencies, and maintains 

an established means of managing physical evidence. In short, a UFN ensures that everybody is speaking 

the same language and referring to the correct case and related information. Even in the case of homonyms 

with the same date of birth, a UFN means that each individual has a separate file.

This unique number is also important to register kinship when taking biological reference samples (BRS) 

from relatives for genetic analysis. This is because, in addition to the problems described above, the same 

sample may have to be used for several missing biological relatives. Consequently, the sample number will 

be insufficient to refer to each specific kinship. Each BRS, coded with the donor’s unique number, needs 

to be associated with the missing person through their UFN, also indicating their biological kinship. This 

will support traceability, ensure that the BRS is correctly linked to the individual, and keep the information 

confidential when the sample is sent to the genetic lab. Additionally, the UFN should be associated with the 

person’s status (missing, deceased, survivor, etc.) in order to maximize the possibilities of quantification 

and traceability.
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Having a consolidated list of missing persons, with adequate safeguards and based on the informed con-

sent of those involved, will also help relevant entities know who their relatives are, so that families can be 

integrated into the search process and follow-up. This will also facilitate the required integrated approach 

throughout the investigation and identification processes, and help to ensure that families receive appro-

priate support. If a consolidated list is not part of the preliminary information, it will also inform additional 

information-gathering aiming in order to understanding other needs (financial, administrative, legal, psy-

chosocial, etc.) that require specific courses of action.

4.6.2. COLLECTION OF MISSING PERSON DATA
The information collected in order to clarify the fate and whereabouts of the missing person should be 

consolidated into a missing	person	case	file. This file, which incorporates the person’s biological and 

social background, represents the minimum set of information that should be collected and stored about 

the missing person. The file includes missing person data collected from different sources in different for-

mats (oral, audiovisual and written), which will be analysed throughout the investigation and/or compared 

against the unidentified person data during the identification phase (in the event of death).

An important aspect to consider, when collecting information of any kind, is the fact that the exact type of 

information and identifying features and other characteristics that will be used in the search and identifica-

tion process are unknown at the data collection stage. The quantity and quality of the information collected 

is therefore crucial. No assumptions should be made as to what is “enough” or “unnecessary”, since the 

value of a piece of information may become clear at a later stage in the process.

As part of the personal background, the standard is to collect as much detailed information as possible, 

including:

 • any official or reliable identification	documentation of the missing person (such as their national 

identification card, passport, driver’s licence, birth certificate, employment security access card 

or (where relevant) death certificate), which will be electronically stored (after scanning or 

photographing) in the missing person case file.

 • biological and physical background information, including the person’s biological profile (which 

includes sex, age and 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 

and other similar evidence, which will be electronically uploaded to the missing person case file.

 • social history and lifestyle information, which is useful for characterizing individuals, potentially 

linking scene or autopsy findings with certain aspects of the individual, and informing (or sometimes 

excluding) hypotheses of location and/or identity. This category of information includes the 

missing person’s professional, academic and political background (if any), their associations, their 

relationships with other potential witnesses, missing persons and deceased persons, their nicknames 

or political aliases, and their recreational and sporting activities. Increasingly, the use of social 

media can heavily contribute to the understanding of the missing person’s last communications and 

activities, especially where this information help to establish more accurate hypotheses of the person’s 

whereabouts (to be confirmed or further investigated). This information also takes on an extra 

dimension when providing results and (in the case of death) returning remains to families, since it 

personifies the remains and contributes to the psychological processes of acceptance and mourning.37

In some contexts, there may be a lack of medical or dental records for a number of factors. For instance, the 

population may have limited or no access of the population to health-care services, archives may be destroyed 

after a period of time, records may be of poor quality, or they may be lost or destroyed as a result of the incident. 

In these circumstances, much of this information can only be collected through interviews with the individual’s 

family members or close relatives, with all the loss of accuracy and veracity that this often entails.

37 Experience in the restitution of human remains to affected families in various contexts has shown how this type of 

information contributes to acceptance of the identification results, since it goes beyond the scientific aspects, which 

are often too technical for relatives to understand. 
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During the interviews, it is fundamental to respect the cultural and religious context of the witnesses and 

relatives and, as far as possible, to build a relationship based on transparency, trust and care for their con-

fidentiality and security. Often, in haste to obtain information, interviewers have failed to recognize that the 

time, place and manner of the interview can not only be inappropriate, but also pose a threat to the inter-

viewees’ security. Furthermore, unique features and personal experiences of a sensitive nature may yield very 

high value, but relatives are unlikely to share them openly if they do not have sufficient trust and confidence 

in the process. Likewise, it is neither commonplace nor indeed possible to collect all relevant information 

in just one interview. Families must therefore be informed of the possibility of coming back to continue the 

interview, either because there is information that needs to be clarified or that was not collected in the first 

place, or because additional information from other sources needs clarifying or confirming by the relatives.

It is essential to develop appropriate mechanisms to collect information, with trained staff and protection 

of the confidentiality and security of the interviewees. 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 mentored in their use. Standards on data protection must be followed. The Handbook on Data 

Protection in Humanitarian Action38 contains recommendations on processing sensitive data in the context of 

humanitarian activities.

Since the search and identification process falls under the responsibility of authorities, and very often within 

a specific legal framework, the information collected and used in the identification process and on the 

death certificate must comply with certain requirements (in terms of who can collect it and how it should 

be processed, including chain-of-custody and quality-assurance aspects) in order for it to be admissible.

Because identification is a dynamic process, changes in the missing person’s status and mobility must 

be taken into account when collecting information and during wider operations. For instance, a person’s 

whereabouts may have changed multiple times since the last time they were seen. Likewise, the fate of the 

missing person might change: while the preliminary investigations might focus on searching for a missing 

person in locations where they could be found alive, the course of the investigation will change if the person 

subsequently dies.

The collection of BRS (e.g. blood/saliva) from relatives for forensic genetic analysis purposes also requires 

a clear strategy that includes:

 • assessing and determining the most suitable moment to start the collection of samples in line and in 

accordance with the given context.

 • addressing legal and ethical aspects involved with the families giving their consent to conduct genetic 

studies, ensuring confidentiality and restricted access to the information collected.39 40

 • considering cultural and religious aspects regarding the collection of biological samples (including 

social dimensions of ascribing family kinship, and the concept and understanding of biological 

relations vs social relations in many populations, since 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 

documenting results in line with internationally accepted standards.41

38 C. Kuner and M. Marelli (eds), Handbook on Data Protection in Humanitarian Action, 2nd ed., ICRC, Geneva, 2020: 

https://www.icrc.org/en/data-protection-humanitarian-action-handbook.

39 Argentine Ministry of Foreign Affairs and Worship and ICRC, Guidelines for the use of Forensic Genetics in Investigations 

into Human Rights and International Humanitarian Law Violations, 2nd ed., ICRC, Geneva, 2019: https://www.icrc.org/

en/publication/4431-guidelines-use-forensic-genetics-investigations-human-rights-and-international. 

40 Sense about Science and EuroForGen, Making Sense of Forensic Genetics, 1st ed., Sense about Science, London, 2017: 

https://senseaboutscience.org/wp-content/uploads/2017/01/making-sense-of-forensic-genetics.pdf. 

41 M. Prinz et al., “DNA Commission of the International Society for Forensic Genetics (ISFG): Recommendations 

regarding the role of forensic genetics for disaster victim identification (DVI)”, Forensic Science International Genetics, 

Vol. 1, Issue 1, March 2007, pp. 3–12: https://doi.org/10.1016/j.fsigen.2006.10.003. 

https://www.icrc.org/en/publication/4431-guidelines-use-forensic-genetics-investigations-human-rights-and-international
https://www.icrc.org/en/publication/4431-guidelines-use-forensic-genetics-investigations-human-rights-and-international
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 • ensuring a clear policy for managing incidental findings related to discrepancies in kinship 

(misattributed parentage). For instance, in cases where an instance of non-paternity is discovered 

during the identification effort, this should not be disclosed to family members. In other words, 

a policy of non-disclosure of incidental findings is recommended.42

More information on the collection of BRS can be found in the Guidelines for the Use of Forensic Genetics in 

Investigations into Human Rights and International Humanitarian Law Violations.43

In addition to properly collecting information, it is imperative to underscore the importance of informa-

tion analysis; collecting information is not synonymous with analysing it. 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, they can be helpful in establish-

ing hypotheses of identity, analysing networks and patterns (e.g. relationships between missing persons, 

detention centre circuits, relations between detention facilities, refugee sites and burial sites, and circuits 

of dead bodies when recovered, transported and disposed of during or after events) and producing hot-spot 

maps (key points in migration routes, places of execution, places where human remains are deposited, etc.). 

Mathematical models can be used to predict or prioritize certain individuals who are more likely to be con-

nected to specific events for identification purposes.44 45 46 The goal is not only to identify a missing person, 

but also to do so in a timely manner so as reduce their exposure to risk of harm, while also ensuring their 

prompt return or to establish communication with their family in order to reduce suffering and uncertainty.

Information analysis should, as far as possible, be multidisciplinary and coordinated. It is therefore essen-

tial to develop mechanisms for the collection, recording and comprehensive analysis of information in a 

centralized, multi-agency, multidisciplinary and coordinated manner, with an appropriate data protection 

policy in place.

4.6.3. COLLECTION OF UNIDENTIFIED PERSON DATA
For humanitarian and legal (civil or criminal) reasons, accurate personal identification is one of the main 

challenges usually faced by forensic practitioners. Although identification is more often associated with the 

deceased, forensic practitioners frequently deal with the identification of living persons, such as migrants, 

victims of human trafficking or child abduction, or those with mental conditions (e.g. Alzheimer’s disease 

or psychological trauma). For clarification, this document does not cover the use of biometrics to identify 

the living for criminal investigation purposes.

As part of the identification process, it is necessary to collect detailed information on the unidentified per-

son with the purpose of creating an unidentified person case file that includes their biological information 

(resulting from the forensic examination) and background information (resulting from the investigation 

and the recovery).

If the person is alive, the basic unidentified person case file usually contains:

 • a review of the circumstances that led to their status as an unidentified person (the information 

collected during the investigation as described above)

42 L.S. Parker, A.J. London and J.D. Aronson, “Incidental findings in the use of DNA to identify human remains: An 

ethical assessment”, Forensic Science International Genetics, Vol. 7, Issue 2, February 2013, pp. 221–229: https://doi.

org/10.1016/j.fsigen.2012.10.002. 

43 Argentine Ministry of Foreign Affairs and Worship and ICRC, Guidelines for the use of Forensic Genetics in Investigations 

into Human Rights and International Humanitarian Law Violations, 2nd ed., ICRC, Geneva, 2019: https://www.icrc.org/

en/publication/4431-guidelines-use-forensic-genetics-investigations-human-rights-and-international.

44 I. Caridi et al., “Using already-solved cases of a mass disaster event for prioritizing the search among remaining 

victims: a Bayesian approach”, Scientific Reports, Vol. 10, No. 5026, 2020: https://doi.org/10.1038/s41598-020-59841-3.

45 I. Caridi, et al., “A framework to approach problems of forensic anthropology using complex networks”, Physica A: Statistical 

Mechanics and its Applications, Vol. 390, Issue 9, May 2011, pp. 1662–1676: https://doi.org/10.1016/j.physa.2010.11.042. 

46 J.P. Baraybar, I. Caridi and J. Stockwell, “A forensic perspective on the new disappeared: Migration revisited”, in R. 

Parra, S. Zapico and D. Ubelaker (eds), Forensic Science and Humanitarian Action: Interacting with the Dead and the Living, 

Willey, New Jersey, 2020: https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/pdf/10.1002/9781119482062.ch7.

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.fsigen.2012.10.002
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.fsigen.2012.10.002
https://www.icrc.org/en/publication/4431-guidelines-use-forensic-genetics-investigations-human-rights-and-international
https://www.icrc.org/en/publication/4431-guidelines-use-forensic-genetics-investigations-human-rights-and-international
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 • a personal interview with the unidentified person (if feasible)

 • forensic examinations and documentation, including physical aspects (fingerprints, photographs, 

biological sampling, etc.), psychological aspects and related personal effects (details of personal 

property, and specifically communication and electronic devices such as mobile phones 

and computers).

If the person is dead, the basic unidentified person case file contains:

 • a review of the circumstances that led to their status as an unidentified person (the information 

collected during the investigation as 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 (including, 

fingerprints if possible, plus photographs and a collection of biological samples)

 • information on the cause, manner and circumstances of death

 • details of personal property, and specifically communication and electronic devices such as mobile 

phones and computers.

In any setting, the recovery of human remains is a destructive process and is therefore unique, irreversible 

and unrepeatable. Once the recovery is completed, that site is changed forever. It is therefore critical that 

human remains be recovered properly, and that procedures and evidence be documented thoroughly. This 

should also be well coordinated to ensure that all mandates, including criminal and humanitarian, are both 

respected and accommodated in a set of legally admissible processes.

Forensic recovery must be done by trained experts (forensic archaeologists, anthropologists, criminalists, 

etc.). Among other things, proper recovery makes it possible to:

 • comply with the scientific standards that apply to any type of missing person investigation

 • collect (and preserve) all physical evidence (biological and non-biological)

 • map and document of findings

 • interpret the site

 • minimize commingling and post-mortem damage to the evidence

 • properly label, secure and handle evidence

 • take appropriate process quality-control and quality-assurance measures

 • guarantee the traceability of the evidence, following a proper chain of custody.

Improper recovery and handling of human remains and associated evidence can result in the loss of impor-

tant data, seriously undermining the forensic investigation and causing extreme trauma for families.

In the same way, forensic examinations must be performed by trained experts (forensic pathologists, 

anthropologists, odontologists, crime scene officers, forensic technicians, etc.). These trained individuals 

are responsible for collecting unidentified person data, which includes the following types of information:

 • physical description, including biological profile (age, sex, height, ancestry) and distinguishing features 

that help to characterize the individual (tattoos, scars, birthmarks, deformities, piercings, etc.)

 • medical and dental data, especially radiographic records (fractures, diseases, surgical procedures, 

dental treatment, missing teeth, etc.)

 • psychological evaluation (in the case of living persons)

 • assessment of trauma and mechanisms of injury

 • cause and manner of death

 • fingerprint information (to be considered according to the context of the case)

 • sampling for further genetic, toxicological or other analysis (to be considered according to the context 

of the case)

 • clothes and items found with the unidentified person.

Here, characterization refers to building up a possible profile of the individual based on inferences from 

the physical findings (clothing and personal belongings) and the circumstances in which the unidentified 

person was found. This allows hypotheses to be developed about which group of individuals the unidentified 
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person could belong to. When available information does not permit a presumption of identity or a con-

firmed 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)47 and the Istanbul Protocol (2004)48 are recommended as inter-

national standards for procedures involving the recovery and forensic examination of living persons and 

human remains.

4.6.4. LINES OF EVIDENCE FOR IDENTIFICATION PURPOSES
Lines of evidence can be defined 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 to narrow down the 

list of possible candidates). They include not only dactyloscopic (fingerprint), dental, genetic and medical 

information, but also contextual information relating to the case (such as the circumstances of the disap-

pearance/finding, geographical-temporal data and relationships with other individuals), biological profiles, 

personal belongings, individualizing features, and more. Each comparable data set may point to a line of 

evidence that can either support an identity hypothesis (in case of agreement) or refute it (in case of incon-

sistencies or discrepancies that cannot be explained).

The types of information most commonly used in human identification – and which may produce compa-

rable data that may constitute lines of evidence – include:

 • contextual or background information from the recent, ongoing or historical investigation (context 

and circumstances of the disappearance/finding)

 • visual recognition

 • documentation and identification tags (often referred to in the military 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.

Figure 3 below is an example of comparable data (lines of evidence) that illustrate the process by which 

information is compared (see 4.6.5 Integrated reconciliation of information).

It is essential to ensure that lines of evidence and related information are managed systematically. An 

effective, dedicated and tailored information management system is a vital component of the identification 

process. It is based on the premise that accurate and timely information is available. The information man-

agement system, including the archiving and filing procedures, must have the following essential features:

 • accessibility and usability: by all who need to use it, including inter-connections

 • flexibility (ability to be changed): expansion, adjustments, updates

 • economy: in terms of cost and space (physical and electronic)

 • security: limitations on access by unauthorized persons

 • safety: protection of files from damage (fireproof containers/facilities, scanning of documents prior to 

storage, back-ups in case files become corrupted, etc.)

 • centralization: limited dispersion of information inter- and intra-institutionally.

47 United Nations, The Minnesota Protocol on the Investigation of Potentially Unlawful Death 2016: The Revised United Nations 

Manual on the Effective Prevention and Investigation of Extra-Legal, Arbitrary and Summary Executions, United Nations, 

New York, 2018: https://doi.org/10.18356/0389ae17-en.

48 UN Office of the High Commissioner for Human Rights (OHCHR), Istanbul Protocol: Manual on the Effective Investigation 

and Documentation of Torture and Other Cruel, Inhuman or Degrading Treatment or Punishment (HR/P/PT/8/Rev.1), OHCHR, 

Geneva, 2004: https://www.refworld.org/docid/4638aca62.html. 
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There is a strong link between, on the one hand, the identification stage of the process and the preliminary 

investigations/context analysis and, on the other hand, the formulation of hypothesis. In other words, the 

comparison of data resulting from the historical investigation of the case carries specific weight (specific 

to each case) as a line of evidence to support identification.

However, not all information has the same probative value or weight in the final decision. For instance, a 

match between the hair colour of a missing person and an unidentified body does not hold the same weight 

as a fingerprint or genetic-profile match (characteristic vs individualistic). It is therefore necessary to 

consider a second component: the discriminating power (or weight) of each line of evidence, which refers 

to the individualizing capacity of that type of comparable data or information, i.e. the number of possible 

candidates (identities) that can be excluded on that basis. Some techniques (such as nuclear genetic mark-

ers, dental radiographic comparison and fingerprint comparison) are highly individualizing to the extent 

that all other possible candidates can be excluded. Other lines of evidence, although less probative, can con-

tribute significantly to the overall consistency of the case and to the exclusion of incompatible candidates 

(such as biological profile, geo-temporal information or medical information). For instance, fingerprint 

comparison has a greater discriminating power than comparing biological profiles or personal belongings. 

Yet no specific line of evidence should be considered mandatory a priori: it is important to first evaluate the 

case and deciding 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, and so on. This approach can negatively 

affect the process in terms of time and resources, since not all cases require (or are solvable through) the 

use of this specific technique.

Equally, there is a common perception that best practices in forensic genetics refer solely to technical 

aspects (i.e. laboratory analysis). This is untrue, because they also call for the use of other non-genetic data 

and contextual information when formulating hypotheses and statistically evaluating the case – in other 

words, techniques that go beyond the use of software (e.g. lack of contextual information when using prior 

probabilities and establishing thresholds for likelihood ratios, misuse of population allele frequencies, and 

cultural and social dimensions of ascribing family vs biological kinship).

Place the missing person was last seen alive Place the unidentified person was found

Date the missing person was last seen alive Date the unidentified person was found/state 
of preservation of human remains

Circumstances of disappearance Circumstances of finding (cause and
manner of death if the person is deceased)

Biological profile Biological profile

Dental information Dental findings

Fingerprints Fingerprints

Genetic profiles obtained from BRS Genetic profiles obtained from the
unidentified person

Clothing and personal belongings Clothing and personal belongings

Health conditions Medical findings

Missing person
Li

ne
s 

of
 e

vi
de

nc
e

Unidentified person

Figure 3: Example of comparable data (lines of evidence).
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Even where genetic analysis is appropriate in the investigation of a case, a genetic match in kinship anal-

ysis, for instance, is merely one more line of evidence to support or refute an identity hypothesis rather 

than a technique that can or must prove an identity by itself (without contextual information or other lines 

of evidence). Take the example of a positive genetic match in kinship analysis between the parents of a 

missing person and human remains found in a cemetery, with a posterior probability in excess of 99.99%. 

In principle, this would seem to be enough to identify the body and hand it over to the family. But if, for 

example, the individual had another missing biological brother, or if the correct statistical calculations 

were not performed (local reference population database, prior or a priori probability value, etc.), the body 

could be misidentified and returned to the wrong relatives. Misidentifying a body and/or returning it to the 

wrong family triggers a ripple effect, lead to either the failed identification or misidentification of a second 

body, which will in turn affect another family. This ripple effect will also erode confidence in the author-

ities among other families. In other words, integrating multiple lines of evidence should be considered as 

mandatory during the identification process, even when using forensic genetic analysis.

It is not possible to predict in advance which or how many lines of evidence will be necessary to resolve a 

case. 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 and their reliability, the type 

and complexity of the case, the availability of comparable information from both the missing person and 

the unidentified person, the feasibility of obtaining and using such information, 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 subsequent 

identification and reunification of the recovered lower limb, potentially 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 the retention of other comparative data, such as 

radiography and dental records. One again, this underscores the importance of a centralized information 

management system for collecting and recording all missing person data and unidentified person data for 

the future identification of incomplete remains and body parts.

Supporting the identification with multiple lines of evidence relies on investigators looking beyond the 

biological features to secure reliable comparative data. 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.

4.6.5. INTEGRATED RECONCILIATION OF INFORMATION
The process of comparing information with the purpose of finding evidence that supports or excludes an 

identification involves looking for homologous data pairs, i.e. data pairs of the same nature (e.g. sex, age, 

date the person went missing vs date an unidentified person or human remains were found), with the aim 

of establishing their compatibility (consistency) or discrepancy (inconsistency). These homologous data 

pairs (or lines of evidence) are contained in both the background (investigative) and technical information 

collected throughout the identification process.

Figure 4 below gives a visual representation of the different comparison and analysis steps involved in this 

process, which is known as the integrated reconciliation of information. This process takes place during 

the final stages of the overall identification process, using the information obtained during the prelimi-

nary investigations and context analysis, as well as missing person data, unidentified person data and the 

various lines of evidence. Responsibility for the integrated reconciliation of information should fall to the 

identification coordinator/identification unit, with support from all relevant disciplines (see 4.3 Organiza-

tional structure).



30 THE FORENSIC HUMAN IDENTIFICATION PROCESS: AN INTEGRATED APPROACH

These comprehensive comparisons can result in several different outcomes:

 • compatibility: data that are compatible, matching, coincidental or consistent.

 • relative or explainable inconsistencies/discrepancies: data that are incompatible, contradictory or 

inconsistent, but explainable through logical thinking. These inconsistencies do not contribute to an 

identification decision, but do not rule out such a decision in absolute or excluding terms.

 • absolute or excluding inconsistencies/discrepancies: data that are incompatible, contradictory or 

inconsistent and, if confirmed, cannot be explained through logical thinking, thus excluding any 

possibility of an identification.

Based on the weight and reliability of the line of evidence, 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 multiple ways (distorted memory, cultural variables, a methodological error in the technical 

estimation, etc.) This would class as a relative inconsistency. However, if the difference were strong (once 

recording or traceability errors or have been ruled out), it could qualify as an absolute inconsistency, thus 

excluding the possibility of an identification. One such example would be a tooth that is documented as 

missing in the missing person’s dental charts and radiographs 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 if, when 

comparing multiple lines of evidence, there are several unexplainable discrepancies, exclusion becomes the 

only possible conclusion. For this reason, it is essential to consider all the information relevant to a case in 

a comprehensive manner during the comparison process. In other words, it is necessary to integrate and 

reconcile the different lines of evidence in order to increase certainty in the identification.

Identifications in open incidents (for example, an earthquake in a city) will require more lines of evi-

dence (and, therefore, a larger amount of comparable data, probably including laboratory analysis) with a 

greater individualizing power than those in closed incidents (such as confirmation of identity hypotheses, 

or plane crashes).

Evaluating of the available information on the missing person and/or the unidentified person (lines of evidence
or comparable data): type, quality, quantity, availability and/or diversity of information

Evaluating of the discriminating (individualizing) power or weight of the compared data: 
narrowing down the number of possible candidates

Reviewing the compatibility of missing person and unidentified person data in the comparison (consistency or 
inconsistency/discrepancies of information): assessing hypothesis, need for further information, matching process

Integrating and reconciling all available information: reconciliation process

Assessing the results for certainty or confidence

Making a technical decision based on the integrative process, and reporting: Integrated Identification Report

Taking follow-up actions: legal identification, notification of families,
acceptance by families and communities, further investigation, etc.

Figure 4: Flow chart showing the steps involved in the integrated reconciliation of information, based on the analysis 
and comparison of data (lines of evidence) for final identification.
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There is an inherent complacency and bias towards finding similarities in order to secure identifications, 

particularly in mass-fatality incidents. To make the process objective, it is as important to find consisten-

cies in the lines of evidence, through thorough examination, as it is to proactively seek out unexplainable 

inconsistencies.49 In other words, it is essential to challenge the results in order to ensure that an accurate 

conclusion is reached – i.e. there is only one possible candidate for this identification, excluding all others, 

with no absolute or excluding inconsistencies.

This entails a paradigm shift from the classical approach of using scientific techniques (fingerprints, genetic 

analysis, or unique dental or medical features) supported by non-scientific information of another kind, in 

which excessive emphasis was placed on the technique(s) used in the process, rather than on consolidating 

multiple lines of evidence.

The identification process usually includes both constructing hypotheses of identity by analysing the infor-

mation available through different lines of evidence, and reconciling the information resulting from the 

comparison of the missing person’s and the unidentified person’s data. This two-way path ensures that 

the identification process follows a comprehensive and multidisciplinary approach, and that the emphasis 

is on evaluating of lines of evidence rather than on the combining different techniques.

This dynamic, multi-factorial, comprehensive and holistic identification process is illustrated in Figure 2 

(see page 21), which shows the flow of information from the different stages in different directions, with 

all elements converging on the integrated reconciliation process.

The use of computerized tools to compare different sets of information can be a key asset in solving 

large-scale missing person cases, particularly in narrowing the investigation and refining the process from 

many-to-many queries to one-to-one comparisons. Although these tools should not replace a solid foren-

sic data management and governance strategy, they are extremely helpful in supporting case management 

and improving the quality-control procedures inherent in any forensic operation (including data protection 

and confidentiality requirements).

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. The conclusion must fall into 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 (discriminating power), as well as a 

lack of excluding discrepancies (any inconsistency must be reasonably explained), to conclude that 

the individual in question is the expected person, excluding any other possibility.

II. Exclusion: All the information relevant to the case is comprehensively incoherent or there are 

serious inconsistencies (absolute or unexplainable discrepancies), leading to the conclusion that the 

individual in question is not the expected person.

III. Inconclusive: All the information relevant to the case is not sufficient to conclude with certainty 

in favour of either 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 (such as “presumptive”, “circumstantial”, “possible”, 

“probable” or “positive”) is not advisable. An individual either is the expected person (identification) or 

is not the expected person (exclusion), or it is not	possible	to	confirm their identity (inconclusive). The 

other subcategories raise excessive doubt from the point of view of decision theory, resulting in ambiguous 

and unfair outcomes for the individuals and their families.

49 G.W. Adams, Utilizing Forensic Technologies for Unidentified Human Remains. Death Investigation Resources, Strategies, and 

Disconnects, CRC Press, Boca Raton, 2016 (see section I, pp. 7–35).
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Finally, as part of the identification process, potential error (degree of certainty) is evaluated but is not 

necessarily quantified. The only way to perform this evaluation is to review all the information in a 

comprehensive manner until there is no other possible conclusion, i.e. the probability of error in the iden-

tification, as supported by the different lines of evidence, is so small that it is regarded as being beyond 

reasonable doubt.

One of the strengths of genetic testing is its capacity to quantify the degree of certainty of a result. However, 

this statistical calculation will only be true if the right methodological steps have been taken (population 

databases, likelihood ratio quantification, assessment of the posterior probability value, etc.). Otherwise, it 

can lead to false positives (adventitious matches) or false negatives (false exclusions) in the identification, 

which cannot be detected unless all the information available is comprehensively analysed. Even though 

certainty in a genetic comparison is quantifiable, the conclusion on the identification must be reached after 

the genetic result has been reconciled with all the other information relevant to the case (i.e. exceeding 

purely scientific considerations). Since it is not possible to exclude clerical or administrative errors, or 

misinterpretation of findings, from even the most stringent standard operating procedures, it is important 

that other lines of evidence can call into question potential matches brought about by error, or alterna-

tively draw attention to other consistencies in lines of evidence even when one line of evidence incorrectly 

produces a false exclusion.

The information resulting from the different stages or techniques used in the identification process is usu-

ally submitted to the relevant legal or judicial authority in partial reports. This may lead to the submission 

(by uncoordinated experts) of investigative reports containing partial information and results that are very 

often contradictory, which can hinder the process and, in the worst cases, leading to wrong conclusions.

The results obtained through information analysis and reconciliation should therefore be recorded in an 

Integrated	Identification	Report: a single document, which includes and comprehensively analyses all 

the results of the different technical studies and the available information, for submission to the relevant 

authority in a coordinated and consensual manner. This report is primarily a scientific document, explain-

ing the correlation/consistency between all the information obtained about the missing person (including 

the circumstances of their disappearance) and all the information available about the unidentified person 

(including the circumstances of their finding/recovery). It compares, analyses and interprets the various 

lines of evidence that, taken together, support the identification of the person or the remains. This report 

will make it easier for the competent authority to make a final decision (at the legal, judicial or adminis-

trative level).

A sample structure of an Integrated Identification Report is given below:

I. UFNs of the unidentified body and the 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. Other findings

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
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VIII. Interpretation of results:

a. Reconciliation process regarding identification

b. Medico-legal opinion on the nature of the injuries and the cause and mechanism of 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. Other conclusions

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 misidentification. While some identifications 

are very complex, it is often basic failures that cause bodies to be misidentified and/or returned to the 

incorrect family – failures in the management of evidence from the scene, in the investigative process or 

in the return of the remains, or a lack of quality-control systems.

Poor documentation management or insufficient collection of information accentuate the risk and variety 

of potential errors. For example, simply failing to properly label a body at the scene – or labelling it incor-

rectly – can have disastrous consequences. 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 poses many 

and varied challenges for practitioners and experts in every step of the process that follows.

Potential causes of misidentification include:

 • a lack of rigorous procedures (meaning that the approach is not comprehensive, integrated 

and systematic, and fails to take into consideration all available lines of scientific and 

circumstantial evidence)

 • a hierarchical and exclusive approach to identification

 • over-reliance on one just identification criterion or technique

 • reliance on visual recognition in isolation

 • acceptance of circumstantial personal information alone (such as clothing or personal effects, or 

documents found with a body)

 • use of unreliable identification methods

 • use of unreliable information on the missing person

 • inadequate recovery of human remains

 • inadequate forensic examination of the unidentified person or body

 • a lack of, or inadequate, comprehensive interpretation and reconciliation of the information

 • a lack of traceability (chain of custody) throughout the identification steps (poor labelling, record-

keeping and traceability systems and practices)

 • a lack of appropriately qualified practitioners in each step of the process (investigation, recovery, 

forensic examination, further analysis, reconciliation of information)

 • a lack of quality-control and quality-assurance mechanisms

 • external pressure to complete an identification without following accepted procedures and/or 

achieving the necessary degree of certainty.

These systematic flaws are frequently observed in mass-fatality incidents, where local resources are put 

under tremendous strain to deliver services well beyond their capacity or expertise, and where political and 

public pressure is exerted on authorities for timely resolution of all cases. Since most identifications in 

routine casework rely predominantly on visual recognition by the family, rudimentary errors can sometimes 

occur when there is less local expertise and experience in working with multiple lines of evidence. This can 

be further compounded by poor planning and preparedness, including failure to conduct disaster victim 
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identification training for mass-fatality events. Unfortunately, these serious issues are not always obvious 

until nearly all bodies have been returned to families.

There is almost no justification for misidentifying a person, and doing so can have psychological, religious, 

cultural, psychosocial, financial, legal and other consequences for the family. One misidentification can 

cause the public and families to lose confidence in the overall response and begin to question all other iden-

tifications that were made. That said, any misidentification must be thoroughly investigated, the accurate 

identification established and the correct body returned to the family. Technical teams and legal authorities 

are strongly advised to dedicate enough time and efforts to properly explaining the reasons for the misi-

dentification to families, and to outline what measures or actions have been taken to resolve the issue and 

prevent it from happening in future cases. Failure to address the error and a lack of transparency will cause 

further complications in the system and, potentially, additional misidentifications.

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 professionalism. 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.

50 S. Cordner et al. (eds), Management of Dead Bodies after Disasters: A Field Manual for First Responders, 

2nd ed., Pan American Health Organization, World Health Organization, ICRC, International 

Federation of Red Cross and Red Crescent Societies, Geneva, 2016: https://www.icrc.org/en/

publication/0880-management-dead-bodies-after-disasters-field-manual-first-responders.

4.8. NOTIFICATION AND FINAL DISPOSITION
Notification of the death and identification of a missing person is a crucial moment that requires thor-

ough preparation. Notification can be given via different communication means and at different stages. 

The details should be previously agreed with family members. In practice, relatives should decide how the 

notification will be carried out (in private, through a focal point, with other representatives of the family, 

with the community present, in the presence of religious or community leaders, or some other arrange-

ment). For families, the search may reach an end once the death of the missing person is confirmed, once 

the death certificate has been officially issued and registered, and once the remains have been retrieved. 

The death certificate is the legal document that declares the death and legally confirms the identification of 

the deceased person. Once registered, it allows family members to exercise their legal and administrative 

rights related to the death of their loved one.

Following identification, restitution of the remains should be carried out in accordance with local regu-

lations and taking into consideration the wishes of the families. Families should be able to decide on the 

specific restitution arrangements, which should also be discussed in advance. Standards for proper and 

dignified handover and final disposition of human remains should be followed, including respect for local 

culture, religion and beliefs where applicable. Usual practice is to transport human remains in a dedicated 

vessel (such as a body bag, coffin or shroud), especially in the case of temporary burial. For more infor-

mation on this subject, please refer to Annex 7 of Management of Dead Bodies after Disasters: A Field Manual 

for First Responders.50

Procedures should be adjusted to the scale of the operations. Ideally, a specific area should be designated 

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 facility, close to the forensic examination area; forensic staff may then be best 

placed to facilitate the allocation of a space for proper and dignified handover to families. In routine cases, 

families may be present at different steps, and proper handover is part of the chain of procedures performed 

by a funeral provider.

https://www.icrc.org/en/publication/0880-management-dead-bodies-after-disasters-field-manual-first-responders
https://www.icrc.org/en/publication/0880-management-dead-bodies-after-disasters-field-manual-first-responders
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Before restitution of remains takes place, a preliminary preparatory meeting should be held with all par-

ticipants in the handover. The relevant documents should be reviewed, and the team should make sure that 

the information is exhaustive and in a format in which it can be delivered to the families: forensic experts 

must describe their findings in a professional, clear and understandable manner. Ideally, all experts from 

all disciplines should attend the meeting. But as a minimum, at least one representative of the forensic 

experts should be present. It is important to set aside enough time for the meeting with the families. They 

may ask for in-depth details about the case, such as what procedures the remains underwent, what types 

of test were performed or why the team concluded that they belong to their relative. Such discussions 

can be challenging, especially since scientific results may not be understood by non-experts (e.g. a 99% 

probability may leave place for 1% of harmful doubt). Relatives also often ask about the cause, manner 

and circumstances of death. Sensitive information needs to be provided carefully and in accordance with 

relevant rules and standards, including those relating to personal data protection.

In most cases, the next step will be the disposition of the remains. They should be properly arranged (e.g. 

on a table or 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 wishes respected. During 

the final moments and the handover process, the investigator, identification coordinator or prosecutor in 

charge usually works with staff with a background in psychology and/or experience in psychosocial support.

When repatriating human remains to a different country, it is essential to follow local regulations and 

procedures, and to liaise with the authorities (consulates, border authorities, etc.). Swift repatriation is 

only possible if the deceased has been formally identified, as evidenced by a death certificate. Additional 

documentation related to embalming and burial is also required. Experts should be aware of the possibility 

and the right to challenge the findings and should support the investigation of these findings transparently.

4.9. FINAL CONSIDERATIONS
Despite all efforts, not all missing persons will be found. Likewise, not all those who have been located will 

be identified or willing to restore family links. Families should be made aware of issues around 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, such as whether they go back to the family (if identified) or are brought to an ossuary. 

Families may also need to be made aware of this possibility, so they can indicate their wishes should this 

happen. Unidentifiable and unidentified remains (e.g. fragments) may be memorialized if the community 

and families chose this option.

Equally important technical considerations apply in those cases in which there are no human remains, 

either because they could not be retrieved or because they have been destroyed (for whatever reason). 

In such cases, forensic analysis of available data may also provide evidence to support legal decisions 

that lie outside the scientific realm but are necessary to resolve cases and proceed with other legal and 

administrative steps.

For humanitarian reasons, and given the time it takes to complete the process, relevant entities are encour-

aged to establish and maintain regular channels of communication with families. Even if the information 

that families receive is not definite or complete, it will help to provide the answers they need as the process 

goes on.
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