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Forensic anthropology, a subfield of biological anthropology, assists medical examiners
and coroners, law enforcement, or other organizations in the recovery and
identification of individuals and in interpreting the conditions surrounding their
deaths. Forensic anthropology requires an understanding of human anatomy, human
biology (such as processes of growth and development, disease, and trauma that affect
bone, cartilage, and teeth), decomposition, archaeological techniques, and statistical
analyses. Emphasis on professionalizing the field has increased substantially to ensure
that forensic anthropologists have the necessary skills to complete their work
thoroughly, ethically, and accurately.

What do forensic anthropologists do?

Forensic anthropologists work in many different environments and
organizations:

» Assisting in the discovery and recovery of human remains

e Consulting with forensic pathologists (medical doctors ! :9
specializing in evaluating sudden, unexpected, suspicious, and ;.;3\?
violent deaths) r P

» Working in laboratories analyzing human remains that have been @

recovered by law enforcement or other organizations/agencies

* Working at universities training students in forensic
anthropological techniques

» Conducting research that improves and/or develops analytical
techniques and tests theoretical concepts

e Assisting during mass disasters and humanitarian efforts
throughout the world

Role Specific Skills
0 Data collection
‘ Record keeping
Statistical analyses
Familiarity with biomedical research
Knowledge of human variation and skeletal anatomy (osteology)

Familiarity with archaeological recovery methods and techniques
Problem solving
Ability to adopt a holistic approach that appreciates human social and biological diversity
Ability to cope with challenging emotional and physical environments
Awareness and sensitivity to ethical issues
Report writing and communication with wide audiences



https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC8389313/
https://scholar.google.com/scholar_lookup?journal=Eur.+J.+Anat.&title=The+Need+to+Professionalize+Forensic+Anthropology&author=N.V.+Passalacqua&author=M.A.+Pilloud&volume=25&publication_year=2021&pages=35-47&

What undergraduate classes and training do | need as | work
toward a career in forensic anthropology?

Most universities do not offer undergraduate students the option to focus on forensic
anthropology. However, biological anthropology and archaeology courses introduce you to
human biological variation, human disease, evolution, modern human biology, human osteology,
and archaeological methods and techniques. Laboratory or ‘hands-on’ courses teach you to
apply knowledge to specific problems, test methods, and learn how to collect and analyze data—
all of which are important stepping stones towards this career. Courses in other university
departments such as biology, human development, biochemistry, anatomy, forensic sciences,
geology, and statistics help you to develop basic knowledge and skills. These courses provide the
footing you will need to apply to graduate programs in forensic anthropology. The takeaway is:

You DO NOT have to major in anthropology as an undergraduate.
You DO need to have a good foundation in the sciences, and some classes in anthropology—
especially in biological anthropology.
You WILL need a graduate degree to become a forensic anthropologist.

Field experiences, including field schools and short courses focusing intensively on forensic
recovery and analysis, can be valuable. Explore these links for field schools and short courses in
the US.:

e American Association of Biological Anthropology

* American Board of Forensic Anthropology

» HD Forensics

« NAAG Forensics PC

o Texas State University

¢ University of Massachusetts

» University of Tennessee

» University of West Florida

Archaeological field schools are important for learning meticulous recovery, data collection, and
analytical techniques. Check with the biological anthropologists and archaeologists at your
university for field school suggestions. You can also search the following websites:

e Archaeological Institute of America

+ National Park Service

» Institute for Field Research

o Center for American Archeology

+ Forensic Anthropology Society of Europe

» Royal Anthropological Institute

Pursuing these hands-on opportunities and taking a wide range of classes can help you assess

whether the often physically and emotionally demanding field of forensic anthropology is the
right path for you.
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https://bioanth.org/news/?type=course
https://www.theabfa.org/other-opportunities
https://www.hdforensics.com/
https://naagforensic.com/event/forensic-anthropology-workshop/
https://www.txst.edu/anthropology/facts.html
https://www.umass.edu/bioarchaeology/aboutfieldschool
https://fac.utk.edu/fac-short-courses/
https://uwf.edu/cassh/departments/anthropology/field-schools/2024-field-schools/
https://www.archaeological.org/programs/professionals/fieldwork/afob/
https://www.nps.gov/subjects/archeology/field-schools.htm
https://ifrglobal.org/programs/
https://www.caa-archeology.org/programs/adult-field-school-summer/
https://forensicanthropology.eu/activities/fase-events/
https://therai.org.uk/education/online-courses/intro-to-forensic-anthropology

How do | become a forensic anthropologist?

To become a forensic anthropologist, a Master’s degree and a PhD in forensic anthropology are
necessary, preferably working under the guidance of a Diplomate of the American Board of
Forensic Anthropology. These U.S. universities offer graduate programs in forensic anthropology.
However, recent graduates with a BA or BS degree may find employment with law enforcement
or the military, using their skills as they move up the ranks.

Practical experience and completion of the certification process are also required. The American
Board of Forensic Anthropology (ABFA) is the only organization in the U.S. that certifies forensic
anthropologists. It offers two levels of certification:

» Analyst Certification requires applicants to have a Master’'s degree focusing on forensic
anthropology and to pass an exam, certifying your proficiency in data collection and
description of bone processes.

e Diplomate Certification requires a PhD and successful passage of the Analyst exam; it
certifies your proficiency in analysis, interpretation, formal report preparation, and as an
expert qualified to testify in cases that go to trial.

Information about the certification process in the UK can be found here.

What kind of jobs are available for forensic anthropologists?

Forensic anthropologists often work in one or more of the following settings, since there are few
full-time positions available:
» Maedical Examiner’s or Coroner’s Offices: Assisting with the human remains recovery,
analysis, and/or medicolegal death investigation
« Law enforcement: Assisting with the human remains recovery, analysis, and/or the crime
scene investigation
« Government agencies: Working at the Defense POW/MIA Accounting Agency, aiding in the
event of a mass disaster through the Disaster Mortuary Operational Response Teams
(DMORT), and/or serving in global humanitarian efforts
« Academia: Teaching, conducting research, mentoring students, and/or working on forensic
cases.

How can students get involved in forensic anthropology?

Numerous professional/scientific organizations welcome student membership and involvement.
They often host meetings, workshops, and virtual webinars designed to promote
communication and collaboration among members, and to allow members to build their skills.
Some also provide students (and all members) with published guidelines and resources. These
organizations include:

» American Association of Biological Anthropologists ) ‘

* American Board of Forensic Anthropology [

» British Association of Bioarchaeology and Osteology

» British Association for Human Identification

» Canadian Society of Forensic Science

e Forensic Technology Center of Excellence

e Paleopathology Association
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https://www.theabfa.org/schools
https://www.theabfa.org/
https://www.theabfa.org/multilevel
https://www.theabfa.org/multilevel
https://www.theabfa.org/analyst
https://www.theabfa.org/analyst
https://www.theabfa.org/diplomate
https://therai.org.uk/forensic-anthropology/
https://bioanth.org/
https://www.theabfa.org/
https://babao.org.uk/about/
http://www.bahid.org/
https://www.csfs.ca/what-we-do/disciplines-sections/anthropology/
https://forensiccoe.org/a-review-of-forensic-anthropology-in-mexico-webinar/
https://paleopathology-association.wildapricot.org/
https://abmdi.org/
https://www.dpaa.mil/
https://aspr.hhs.gov/NDMS/Pages/dmort.aspx
https://aspr.hhs.gov/NDMS/Pages/dmort.aspx

