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Foreword 
Frederick C. Robbins 

Drs . Hill and Anderson have written an excel lent treatise on the importance of 
the autopsy in health care , contr ibudng to research, p a d e n t care , teaching, and 
to the planning and conduct of publ ic health programs. T h e y d o c u m e n t the 
benefits of the autopsy most persuas ive ly and are not loath to point out the 
prob lems that have led to its decl ine in recent years , and even to criticize their 
fellow pathologists for their part in al lowing the present situation to evolve . 

Historically, the ability to d issect the h u m a n body and to e x a m i n e it after 
death required the overcoming of societal taboos , but has been an important 
factor in the d e v e l o p m e n t of modern scientific medic ine . T h e autopsy b e c a m e 
es tabl i shed in much of the Western worid as a central c o m p o n e n t of good medica l 
practice. Hospi ta l s were required to maintain a certain autopsy rate in order to b e 
accredi ted. Interns and res idents were e x p e c t e d to obtain permiss ion for autopsy 
on all deaths , and failure to do so required an explanat ion. As descr ibed by Hill 
and Anderson , the benefits der ived from this tradition are n u m e r o u s . 

M o s t of my generat ion in med ic ine accepted without ques t ion the impor
tance of the autopsy for medical care and for the educat ion of physic ians and 
other health profess ionals . I can vouch from personal exper i ence for the teach
ing value of the autopsy . It was my privi lege to assist our professor of pathology, 
who also served as state pathologist , in the performance of autops ie s in com
munit ies throughout the s tate . M o s t were performed in funeral pariors, s o m e 
times under primit ive condit ions. T h e range of d i s ease s and condit ions e x a m 
ined was extens ive . I was e x p e c t e d to part ic ipate in the conduct of the autopsy 
and later to review the s l ides . Active participation enhanced learning, and many 
of the case s e x a m i n e d are still vivid in my memory . N o t only did I learn 
medic ine , but the exper i ence provided a sociological educat ion as well. Al
though this exper ience was unusual and not avai lable to everybody , each 
s tudent in the class part ic ipated in the conduct of a n u m b e r of autops ies and 
was required to write them up . It is d i sappoint ing to s e e the d e c r e a s e in s tudent 
participation in autops ies , which, a long with the reduction of laboratory teach
ing in many schools , removes the s tudent even further from active participation 
in the s tudy of d i s ease and leaves him or her a pass ive learner. 
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Another important teaching function of a properly conducted autopsy is to 
provide those who cared for the patient with a view of the actual pathologic 
processes . T h e demonstrat ion by the pathologist of the autopsy findings, the 
anatomic basis for the s y m p t o m s and s igns , can be an exce l lent teaching 
exper ience for all concerned. It appears , however, that this is b e c o m i n g less 
c o m m o n , and even when it is done , is not always conducted in a manner to 
promote educat ion. T h e cl inicopathologic conference is another m e a n s of ex
ploiting the autopsy for educat ion , permitt ing the integration of basic sc ience 
and clinical medic ine in an interest ing and often excit ing way. T h e cl inicopa
thologic conferences at the M a s s a c h u s e t t s Genera l Hospi ta l , pub l i shed each 
w e e k in the New England Journal of Medicine, remain one of the more popular 
features of that journal , a l though live aud iences for such exerc ises are vanish
ing. 

I realize that it is easy to b e c o m e sent imental about i ssues such as the 
autopsy from past exper ience , often many years ago . I also recognize that 
medic ine has changed profoundly and that diagnost ic t echniques are vastly 
improved over what they were only a few years ago. It is not surpris ing that 
many be l ieve the autopsy can contribute very little new information to that 
already de termined with modern diagnost ic procedures . N e v e r t h e l e s s , as d e 
tailed by Hill and Anderson , in spi te of the cons iderable diagnost ic resources 
avai lable during life, mi sd iagnoses are d iscovered at autopsy no less frequently 
today than in less sophist icated t imes . 

Although progress in medical practice has t ended to decrease the interest 
of the clinician in autopsy findings, other advances have m a d e autops ies even 
more des irable . T h e harvest ing of organs for transplantation requires postmor
tem examinat ion not only for removal of the organ or t i ssue , but also to ascertain 
the d o n o f s state of health. With the proliferation of powerful new treatment 
modal i t ies , many of them exper imenta l , the autopsy is important in monitoring 
their effects . Quali ty assurance is another topic currently receiving much at
tention: traditionally, the autopsy has b e e n a m e a n s of a s ses s ing quali ty of care , 
and could be useful in i m p l e m e n t i n g quality assurance programs, but only if 
done with s o m e frequency. I had also a s s u m e d that autops ies were important in 
providing accurate mortality statistics but was d i s tressed to discover that even 
when autopsy findings are avai lable , they are s e l d o m used to correct or s u p 
p l e m e n t a death certificate. T h e r e f o r e , the mortality data that are used for 
health planning are derived from death certificates filled out by the physician at 
the t ime of death , with all of the inaccuracies this process is known to entail . 
Final ly , new d i seases still occur in u n e x p e c t e d places and in u n e x p e c t e d gu i se s . 
T h e recent appearance of acquired immunodef ic iency syndrome is an exce l lent 
e x a m p l e . Without pos tmortem studies it would have b e e n difficult to charac
terize this entity and define its pathogenes i s . 

A major factor inhibiting the conduct of autops ies is the cost. In this day 
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of cost conta inment , every expend i ture m u s t be just i f ied. With prospect ive 
p a y m e n t m e c h a n i s m s now in place in many countr ies , hospitals m u s t cons ider 
whether the support of autops ies is cos t -e f fecdve . Obvious ly , pathologists will 
not be encouraged to perform autops ies unless r e i m b u r s e m e n t is forthcoming 
from s o m e source . 

It is ev ident that there are real reasons why the autopsy rate in most of the 
Western w o d d has dec l ined seriously, to the point that in the Uni ted S ta te s 
fewer than one in ten deaths is au tops i ed , and of those at least half are done for 
medico legal reasons. Is this a matter of major concern for the publ ic 's health.? 
Obvious ly , s o m e be l ieve it is, and Hill and Anderson have descr ibed many of 
the potennal benefits . On the other hand, s o m e be l i eve that the autopsy no 
longer serves a useful function, e x c e p t poss ibly for medico lega l p u r p o s e s . 
Recent ly in the Uni ted S ta te s , a small interdisciplinary group was formed by 
the I n s d t u t e of M e d i c i n e at the N a n o n a l A c a d e m y of S c i e n c e to e x a m i n e the 
quest ion of the value of the autopsy today, and to d e t e r m i n e whether a publ ic 
policy should be a d o p t e d in regard to autops ie s , as has b e e n proposed by a 
group of pathologists . T h e i r answer was that they regarded the d e c r e a s e in the 
autopsy rate to be a matter of concern from the point of view of research, clinical 
care, teaching, and the g e n e r a d o n of accurate data . T h e y s u g g e s t e d that it 
would be des irable to have a more ex tens ive review of this matter by an 
object ive multidiscipl inary body, and that on the basis of this s tudy an appro-
p n a t e national policy could be enunc iated if d e e m e d des irable . Perhaps Hill 
and Anderson's book will help s t imulate action toward this end . 
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