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Introduction
This information booklet explains what examination after death 
(postmortem examination) is, what will happen to your child 
and which decisions you will need to make.

We understand that this is a very difficult time for you and 
your family, and it may be hard to make decisions about a 
postmortem examination for your child. We want any decision 
you make to be informed. We hope that this information will 
be useful to refer to after you have had discussions with your 
child’s oncologist.

What is a postmortem examination?
An examination after death, or postmortem examination, is a 
detailed physical examination of your child after they have died. 

Who can ask for a postmortem examination? 
Either the coroner, your medical team, or yourself can ask for a 
postmortem examination.

The reason why different individuals in different roles may ask 
for it are different and are explained below.  

How would a postmortem help?
In some cases, though a child has been ill for a while, the cause 
of death is uncertain or suspicious, and the postmortem will 
allow us to identify it with confidence. In this situation the 
coroner will request the postmortem, and your consent will  
not be needed.

In some cases, even though you and the medical team may 
know your child’s cause of death, a postmortem examination 
can help us to understand more details about your child’s 
disease. It can also allow research to foster the understanding 
of the disease in general. Your child’s postmortem will 
contribute to increase the knowledge available, and hopefully  
it will help future children and families.  
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If this is the case, your child’s oncologist will discuss this with 
you, explain what is involved and ask you to sign a consent form.

Finally, you may have questions regarding the death of your 
child, which are important for you to have answered. You can 
request a postmortem and discuss with the medical team if this 
can answer your questions, and how. 

Are there different types of postmortem? 
There are different types of postmortem examination:

1.	 A coroner’s or forensic postmortem 

	� This is only carried out if the cause of death is unknown  
or thought to be suspicious. This is decided by a coroner  
and is the only postmortem that is part of a legal process.  
It is a legal decision made by coroner and does not require 
your permission.

2.	� Hospital postmortem examination – requires  
your permission

	 a.	 A complete hospital postmortem

	 b.	 A limited hospital postmortem

	 c.	 A minimally invasive hospital postmortem

	 d.	 A postmortem hospital biopsy. 

No type of hospital postmortem examination is a legal 
requirement, so it will only go ahead with your consent.

The consent form asks your agreement for:

•	 which type of postmortem examination and 

•	 what samples of tissue or whole organs can be kept for 
detailed examination. 

No samples of tissue or organs will be kept permanently without 
your explicit, signed consent. 

The rest of the information in this booklet describes the process 
for hospital postmortems.
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What will happen after the postmortem? 
The pathologist will make efforts so that no sign of the 
examination is visible, and they are hidden by clothes and 
hair. You will also be able to discuss details, ask questions 
and express your wishes regarding what could and what 
shouldn’t be visible after the examination. Your child’s 
skin tone, colour and temperature may have changed, which 
is normal after death. You will be able to arrange the details 
(but possibly not the date) of your child’s funeral, before the 
postmortem examination has taken place. The oncology or 
palliative care team at the Royal Marsden should be able 
to guide you on timings. If you would like a more detailed 
discussion about the postmortem examination report when it 
is available, you can ask for an appointment with your child’s 
oncologist to discuss it.

Who can I speak to for more information?
You will probably have lots of questions. You can talk to a 
member of your child’s oncology or palliative care team.  
If possible, talk to your partner, family and friends or those 
supporting you.

If you do not want to know any further, detailed information 
about your child’s postmortem please stop here. If you would 
like further details, please keep reading.
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Notes and questions
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