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Discrepant Causes of Death between Medical Death
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The postmortem examination certificate and death certificate provide proof of death
and supply important data used to establish health statistics. However, the format of
the form and the accuracy of postmortem examination and death certificates yield
errors that must be corrected by comparison with postmortem studies. We reviewed
401 autopsies performed in the Department of Forensic Medicine of Chonnam

National University Medical School from January 1, 200

9 to December 31, 2011 and

compared the reports with their postmortem examination certificates and death certifi-
cates. Of the 252 cases submitted with death certifications, 60 cases were concordant
with the cause of death on the autopsy report. Eighty-nine cases had clear descrip-
tions of the cause of death. Of these cases, 47 were from postmortem examination,
42 were from death certificates; 17 were natural deaths, 72 were unnatural.

Concordance in each group was 59.6% (28/47 cases),

76.2% (32/42 cases), 41.2%

(7/17 cases), and 73.6% (53/72 cases). We thus identified various types of errors in
postmortem examination and death certificates. This study reveals a high rate of dis-

crepancy between causes of death reported on death

certificates and postmortem

examination certificates. There are a few useful death certificate and postmortem

examination certificates that can be used as a model,
several remedies to increase the accuracy of death and
tificates.

based on which we propose
postmortem examination cer-

Key words :  postmortem examination certificate, death certificate, death,
discrepancy, autopsy
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Table 1. Discrepancy of Cause of Death between Medical Death
Certificates and Autopsy Reports

PEC? DC? p-value
179 (71.0%) 73 (29.0%)
Accord Discord Accord Discord <0.001
31(12.3%) 148(58.7%) 32(12.7%) 41 (16.3%)

PEC": Postmortem examination certificate; DC?: Death certificate
p-value: by Chi-square test
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Table 2. Discrepancy of COD" between Medical Death Certificates and Autopsy Reports in the Cases in which COD" was Clearly Described.
The Cases which COD" are Unclearly Described or Autopsy is Recommended are Included to the ‘Uncertain’

Certificates of Death 252

PEC? DC? p-value
179 (71.0%) 73 (29.0%) 0.95
Clear description Uncertain Clear description Uncertain
47 (18.6%) 132 (52.4%) 42 (16.7%) 31(12.3%)
Accord Discord Accord Discord
28 (11.1%) 9(7.5%) 32(12.7%) 10 (4.0%)

COD" : Cause of death; PEC? : Postmortem examination; DC? : Death certificate
p-value: by Chi-square test

Table 3. Discrepancy of COD" between Medical Death Certificates and Autopsy Reports in the Cases which COD" is Clearly Described,
According to Manner of Death

Natural Death Unnatural Death
17 (19.1%) 72 (80.9%)
PEC? DC p-value PEC? DC? p-value
6 (35.3%) 11 (64.7%) 0.304 41 (56.9%) 31 (43.1%) 0.109
Accord Discord Accord Discord Accord Discord Accord Discord
1(5.9%) 5(29.4%) 6(353%) 5(29.4%) 27 (37.5%) 14(19.4%) 26(36.1%) 5(7.0%)

COD" : Cause of death; PEC? : Postmortem examination; DC? : Death certificate
p-value: by Fisher’ s exact test
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Table 4-1 Cases of Natural Death after Autopsy which are Discordant with Medical Certificates

PECY Death Certificate COD? After Autopsy
Case 1 Acute cardiac death HCMP?
Case 2 Acute cardiac death I[HD?
Case 3 Head trauma Myocardial infarction
Case 4 Brain edema Alcoholic cardiomyopathy
Case 5 Cold death [HD®
Case 6 Head trauma Acute cardiac death
Case 7 Medulla oblongata palsy Pneumonia
Case 8 Myocardial infarction Pneumonia
Case 9 Cardiogenic shock [HD?, HCMP?
Case 10 Multiple organ injury Complication of COPD?

(massive hemoptysis)

PEC" : Postmortem examination, COD? : Cause of death; HCMP? :

Chronic obstructive pulmonary disease

Hypertrophic cardiomyopathy; IHD? : Ischemic heart disease; COPD? :

Table 4-2 Cases of Unnatural Death after Autopsy which are Discordant with Medical Certificates

PEC? Death Certificate COD? After Autopsy
Case 1 Brain and extremities injury and bleeding Major head trauma and lung contusion
Case 2 Hemoperitoneum, Hemothorax Hanging
Case 3 Lung injury Hypovolemic shock
Case 4 Major burn Acute cardiac death
Case 5 Asphyxia Lung injury due to chest stab wound
Case 6 Major burn, Asphyxia Death due to fire
Case 7 Trachea open wound Hypovolemic shock due to neck stab wound
Case 8 Brain edema due to cerebral injury Smothering
Case 9 Death due to fire Unknown
Case 10 Acute airway obstruction Ligature strangulation
Case 11 Cerebral hemorrahge Cervical spine injury
Case 12 Major head-neck injury Major chest injury
Case 13 Hypovolemic shock Chest stab wound
Case 14 Hanging Ligature strangulation
Case 15 Spontaneous SAH? Traumatic SAH?
Case 16 Spontaneous SAH? Traumatic SAH?
Case 17 Consumptive coagulopathy Major head injury
Case 18 Pneumonia and pulmonary edema  Major head injury
Case 19 Brainstem compression Traumatic SDH?

PEC" : Postmortem examination, COD? : Cause of death; SAH : Subarachnoid hemorrhage; SDH? : Subdural hemorrhage
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