Timely and accurate pathology results are
critical to the functioning of our entire
medical system.

Pathology disciplines

Pathology informs the clinical decisions of medical practitioners

much wider role than just diagnosing cancer, and work across a range

across the healthcare spectrum.

of different specialities, in addition to anatomical pathology.

Given its critical role, the risks of not adequately supporting a

70% of all diagnoses are made using a pathology test. All chronic
conditions require monitoring via pathology testing. Pathologists play a

These include:

strong national pathology system are:

Chemical pathology, which deals with the entire range of disease,

• The inability to appropriately investigate suspicious deaths;

and encompasses detecting changes in a number of substances in

• The inability to detect and prevent familial disease;

blood and body fluids (such as electrolytes, enzymes and proteins);

• The inability to identify victims of mass disasters;

Forensic pathology, which seeks to investigate and define the cause

• The inability to identify patterns of injury and death within the

of unexpected death;

community that could be prevented; and

Pathologists are Indispensable
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Genetics, which looks at chromosomes and DNA from cells to

• Miscarriages of justice on behalf of the community.

diagnose genetic diseases;

These issues may impact upon the physical, emotional and

Haematology, which deals with diseases that affect the blood such as

financial well-being of individual patients, their families and the

anaemia, leukaemia, lymphoma, clotting or bleeding disorders as well

community at large.

as management of blood transfusions;

As the peak body representing the profession, the RCPA
believes the underlying principles of a world class

Immunopathology, which looks at allergic reactions and autoimmune
disorders such as diabetes and thyroid conditions;

pathology service are:

Microbiology, which deals with diseases caused by infectious agents

• A commitment to patient safety and quality

such as bacteria, viruses, fungi and parasites; and

• A highly trained and sufficiently resourced workforce

General pathology, which covers the profession as a whole.

• Efficient services that ensure timely and accurate results
For brochures and videos about each discipline, go to the RCPA

• Equity of access and choice of provider
• Timely adoption of appropriate new tests reflecting

website at www.rcpa.edu.au.

international best practice
• A commitment to ongoing education, research and teaching
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“Pathology is the basis of medicine.
Understanding pathology is critical to
understanding the disease that you’re
dealing with.”
Dr Adrienne Morey
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The Forensic Pathologist

Pathologists are indispensable to our medical system
– but who are they, and why are they so crucial?
Forensic pathology is the

ones of those who have died. Many families actually want to meet the

work that is done to provide

person who last looked after their loved one.

scientific and medical
pathology information to the
courts. It includes helping
police, coroners, the criminal

In mass disasters, it is very important that missing individuals
Much of the work forensic pathologists do is looking for patterns and

are found and identified so that appropriate and decent funeral

trends in causes of death to identify hazards in the community that

arrangements can be made.

can be prevented in the future.

courts and sometimes the civil courts in resolving critical

They provide that information to a Coroner, who can evaluate

medical issues, largely based around individuals who have died.

the death, together with other deaths and sometimes make

Forensic pathology is the work that is done to provide scientific

Mass Disasters

recommendations that can be put in place to prevent similar

and medical pathology information to the courts. It includes
helping police, coroners, the criminal courts and sometimes
the civil courts in resolving critical medical issues, largely based
around individuals who have died.
Forensic pathologists focus on autopsies; the examination of
deceased people intended to determine the causes of death and
what those causes of death mean for the community.
It is important to realise forensic pathologists don’t just work with

“I think to be able to get to grips with what
has really gone on, to solve the puzzle, to
explain why someone has died medically, to
integrate the findings of the death scene with
the findings at autopsy and explain something
that has not been explicable to other people is
a tremendous challenge and very enjoyable.”

the dead. They work with and for the living, the families and loved

Dr David Ranson

Australian forensic pathologists have been actively involved in
the identification of victims of mass disasters, such as the Bali
bombings, the Boxing Day tsunami and the Victorian bushfires.

Process
While forensic pathologists largely work with the very traditional
investigation process of the autopsy, modern imaging and
genetic technologies are increasingly being used.

Impact
deaths in the future. The identification by forensic pathologists and
toxicologists of an increased death rate in intravenous drug users
who had just started on a methadone program, for example, led
to the development of new dosage
guidelines for doctors treating heroin
addiction. These guidelines largely
eliminated these deaths.
In fact a large part of a forensic
pathologist’s role is to be a public
health specialist.

Forensic pathologists work across a range of environments,
including the morgue, laboratories, courts, and in the field. In so
doing they collaborate with a range of professionals, including
police and forensic science teams. Importantly, they also liaise
with families to help them
understand what happened when
their loved one died.

