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Background: The role of post-mortem computed tomography (PMCT) has been studied extensively, though not in South Africa. In many countries, it has become an important adjunct to the routine forensic examination.

Objectives: The study compared the findings of PMCT and conventional autopsy in victims of assault who presented with head injuries. The outcomes were compared to similar studies published internationally.

Method: A non-randomised prospective analytical study method was utilised. Victims of assault who presented with head injuries underwent PMCT, followed by a conventional autopsy. The findings were compared.

Results: PMCT proved superior for detecting bony injuries. Autopsy was more effective in detecting subdural haemorrhages. No major statistical difference was found in detecting intra-axial injuries. More injuries were detected in total by combining the findings of PMCT and autopsy. Several ethical and logistical problems were identified, mainly resulting from the computed tomography (CT) scanner not being in the same facility as the forensic laboratory. Our findings were similar to those of other published studies.

Conclusion: PMCT is an important augmentation to conventional autopsy of trauma victims and could add valuable diagnostic information to the forensic examination. A CT scanner on site would eliminate the logistical and ethical problems identified during the study.
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