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Should the Judicial Medical Officer (JMO) discuss the cause and
manner of death with the family of the deceased?
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Discussing the cause and manner of death with the
family of the deceased after the autopsy has generated
both confusion and inconsistency in medical practice. The
autopsy procedure, which is laid down in law prescribes
the conduct of the Inquirer but not the Judicial Medical
Officer (JMO) [1]. Nor does the Sri Lanka Medical Council
guidelines help the JMO in this regard [2]. The conventional approach begins with the ‘history’ from the
family and ends with discussing the autopsy findings with
them. However, a minority of JMOs choose to depart from
this practice, at least in some sensitive cases, as they do
not believe it is an ethical or legal duty towards the family.
In the living, the family does not have any legal right
to influence medical management of competent adults.
Even in the unconscious, the family is consulted merely
because it is not humane to do otherwise [3]. The doctors’
duty to the families of their patients does not extend
beyond general humanitarian considerations, but the duty
towards their patients has a solid legal and ethical basis
arising from the doctor-patient relationship.

published with the design to prejudice criminal proceedings that are pending [5]. A mere discussion with the
family about the cause and manner of death in an
uncomplicated case should not put the JMO at risk of
contempt of court.
It seems that JMOs do not have a specific ethical
obligation nor do they have the legal authority to discuss
the cause and manner of death with the family. However,
since this practice has many benefits it needs to be
encouraged at least in uncomplicated cases. Therefore,
the Inquirers should be advised to grant permission to
the JMO to do so in writing whenever it is deemed safe.
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