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INTRODUCTION

1 ICRC, The Forensic Human Identification Process: An Integrated Approach, ICRC, Geneva, 2022: 
https://shop.icrc.org/the-forensic-human-identification-process-an-integrated-approach-
pdf-en.html

People go missing under many circumstances, for instance as a result of armed conflict, 
gang violence, natural disasters, migration and accidents. Forensic identification is a 
multidisciplinary process that aims to legally and scientifically identify an individual 
(whether dead or alive) – essentially to “give them back their name”. The identification 
process ensures dignity and respect for the individual and their loved ones and prevents 
them from becoming missing persons. 

The identification of missing and unidentified people is important for both legal and 
humanitarian reasons. The living often need to confirm their identity, and when some-
one is dead, it is a legal and administrative necessity to register their death and issue a 
death certificate. Above all, identification gives loved ones the answers they need.

The goal of the forensic human identification process is to identify missing or uniden-
tified people in the shortest possible time frame using recognized scientific methods, 
lines of evidence and information to reduce the risk of harm and put them back in touch 
with, or return them to, their loved ones. Any delays in the identification process will 
cause increased challenges and require many more additional resources. 

The International Committee of the Red Cross (ICRC) recommends certain policies, 
regula tions tools and procedures to ensure that the right identity is given to the right 
person. This document provides a brief overview of the process. For a more detailed 
explanation and guidelines for carrying out the search for and identification of missing 
and unidentified people, please refer to Forensic Human Identification Process: An Inte-

grated Approach.1

Legally determining someone’s identity is only made possible by applying sound 

criminalistic and forensic principles and a strictly scientific methodology. Legal 

confirmation of a person’s identity must be made by relevant and experienced 

authorities, supported by experts in forensic identification.

https://shop.icrc.org/the-forensic-human-identification-process-an-integrated-approach-pdf-en.html
https://shop.icrc.org/the-forensic-human-identification-process-an-integrated-approach-pdf-en.html
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THE STEPS

The identification of a person is a multidisciplinary process, with many connected steps, 
used to confirm who that person is. The process is based on comparing information from 
the person who is reported missing with the person or body found.

 • Missing persons: The person is not physically present (i.e. whereabouts and fate 
unknown), but we know who they are. 

 • Unidentified persons: The person (whether dead or alive) is physically present,  
but we do not know who they are. 

Missing persons can be dead or alive, and not all unidentified persons are dead. 
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When someone goes missing, their loved ones often experience anguish. They 

can feel helpless because they do not know what happened or what is being 

done and are not able to do anything themselves. So families (and the larger 

community) should be involved in every step of the process when searching 

for and identifying missing persons. They have the right to know what 

happened to their loved ones. There should be regular communication between 

authorities, experts and the relatives to ensure that everyone is informed about 

developments in the search and every decision taken.

Figure 1: A graphical representation of the forensic human identification process.
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There are many situations where living people require their identity to be proven: 

 • undocumented individuals or those with limited identity documents  
or documents called into question 

 • infants and children separated or stolen from their loved ones

 • people requiring treatment for an illness or after suffering trauma

 • people who may have a medical or mental condition or who struggle to communicate

 • people without documents who are being held in detention centres.

The steps of the forensic human identification process need to follow strictly scientific 
principles in order to be reliable, legitimate and legal (Figure 1).
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COLLECTING  
MISSING PERSONS DATA

When searching for missing persons, the journey during which they went missing 
needs to be retraced and reconstructed so as to understand where they may be (i.e. their 
whereabouts) and what might have happened to them (i.e. their fate). The amount and 
quality of the information is extremely important, and as much detailed information as 
possible is needed to help identify the missing person. 
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Information collected can include the following:
Any official or reliable identity documents: 

 • national identification card

 • passport

 • driving licence

 • birth certificate

 • employment identification card 

 • death certificate.

Circumstances regarding where and how the person went missing, the last time they 
were seen or last-known location.

Biological and physical information: 

 • their sex, age and height

 • ethnic affiliation

 • physical features (hair colour, eye colour, scars, birthmarks, tattoos, piercings, etc.)

 • clothing and personal belongings (mobile phone, jewellery, glasses, etc.)

 • physical activity/fitness history

 • medical and dental history 

 • genetic samples from their biological relatives.

Social history and lifestyle information:

 • Did they smoke?

 • Were they members of any social clubs or societies?

 • What physical activities did they do in relation to their work?

 • Did they practise any kind of sport?

In some cases, there might not be any medical or dental information available because 
of the limited access to doctors and dentists, or the accidental loss of records (as a result 
of natural disasters, adoption, etc.). The physical descriptions provided by loved ones 
and others then become vital in the identification process. 

Interviews with relatives are an essential step in collecting information. Interviewers 
must show respect and recognize the circumstances of the situation, ensuring the loved 
ones can trust them and have confidence in the investigation. This is especially import-
ant as some families refrain from reporting a person missing or providing information 
because they fear that the missing person, themselves or other loved ones could be 
prosecuted or imprisoned as a result. 
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COLLECTING UNIDENTIFIED 
PERSONS DATA 

Information about an unidentified person (whether dead or alive) also needs to be col-
lected. A history of the person can be built up from physical findings (i.e. their physical 
features, clothing and personal belongings), and the circumstances in which they were 
found. This information is compiled to form a single file, or “case”.
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Information about unidentified persons that can be collected through personal inter-
views or forensic examinations (medical examination of the living or an autopsy of the 
deceased), performed by experts, includes the following:

How they became an unidentified person:

 • an interview and/or psychological evaluation with the unidentified person  
if they are alive 

 • circumstances in which the body was found if they are dead (date and place).

Biological and physical information:

 • sex, age and height 

 • ethnic affiliation

 • physical features (hair colour, eye colour, scars, birthmarks, tattoos, piercings, etc.) 

 • clothing and personal belongings (mobile phone, jewellery, glasses, etc.)

 • medical and dental data 

 • biological and genetic samples (e.g. fingerprints, blood, saliva)

 • documentation of injuries or how they died if deceased.

During the recovery of the deceased, all information has to be documented and 

recorded before it is lost and the surrounding location changed forever. The 

dead must be recovered by experts to ensure: 

• best forensic methods and practice are applied

• interpretation of the location and surroundings

• mapping and recording of all findings 

• collection (and preservation) of all physical evidence 

• minimal damage and confusion between more than one body

• the use of a unique registry

• correct labelling, securing and handling of evidence 

• continuous quality control 

• traceability of the evidence through a proper chain of custody

• centralized and secure storage of information. 

This, together with proper forensic examinations, enables criminal investigations 

to be carried out and ensures the dead and their loved ones are treated with 

dignity and respect.
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ANALYSIS AND RECONCILIATION  
OF DATA

Each piece of information collected for each case can be compared to the equivalent 
information from another case. Information becomes a line of evidence. All lines of 

evidence should be used in the comparison process.

All lines of evidence are important and need to be considered. But not all the information 
or lines of evidence have the same weight for establishing a person’s identity. For ex- 
ample, the colour of a missing person’s hair and an unidentified body can match but the 
fingerprints do not. Having brown hair is a common trait of millions of people; however, 
the probability that two people have the same fingerprints is one in 64 trillion. So, in 
this example, it is unlikely that the uniden tified body is the missing person. 
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Figure 2:  Example of a comparison between a missing persons case  

and an unidentified persons case. 
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The comparison between a missing persons case and an unidentified persons case en- 
ables experts to establish a person’s identity if the information is consistent and all pos-
sible inconsistencies have been excluded, or to exclude that identity if the information 
is inconsistent or incon sistencies cannot be reasonably explained. However, it may be 
impossible to confirm who the person is, in which case the result is deemed inconclusive. 

All the information used for the comparison and analysis is recorded in an Integrated 
Identification Report. This report is a single scientific document that serves as the legal 
basis for the identification of the person, and in the case of death it will allow a death 
certificate to be issued. A death certificate is required to register a death and allow fam-
ily members to exercise their legal and administrative rights in relation to the death of 
their loved one.
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At each step, there will be a lot of information collected by many people 
(authorities, experts, etc.). All information about a missing or unidentified 
person is collected to form a single case. Each case is assigned a unique number 
so that everyone involved can access the information and talk about the same 
person without confusion. 

Software like the ICRC’s Resolve Platform provides a solution to manage all 
information (status, events, sites, etc.), compile lists of people and share that 
information with those who need it. The platform is designed to facilitate 
and support information management by centralizing and consolidating all the 
information to avoid duplication and bring the different sources of information 
together into one place. 

The platform also facilitates the comparison of information on missing and 
unidentified persons to generate possible matches that can then be confirmed 
or excluded using all the lines of evidence available.
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GIVING FAMILIES THE RESULTS 

Giving loved ones the results of the identification process is an important moment. In 
the case of a deceased person, families should be able to view the loved one’s remains if 
they wish to. Families should also receive thorough explanations of how the identification 
was achieved and be allowed to ask questions. During this process, cultural and religious 
aspects must be respected. Individuals may only stop looking for their missing loved one 
when the death of the missing person is confirmed (if dead), once the death certificate has 
been officially issued and registered (if dead), or once the person is returned home. They 
can then decide on how they will honour, or mourn, their loved one. 
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Sometimes bodies are incomplete, and parts of a body may be found later or 

never. If an incomplete body is identified, the family needs to be informed and 

a discussion had on what to do if other remains are later found. Sometimes, it is 

not possible to identify a body, and this also needs to be explained to families.
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We help people around the world affected by armed conflict and 
other violence, doing everything we can to protect their lives and 
dignity and to relieve their suffering, often with our Red Cross 
and Red Crescent partners. We also seek to prevent hardship by 
promoting and strengthening humanitarian law and championing 
universal humanitarian principles. 

 facebook.com/icrc

 twitter.com/icrc

 instagram.com/icrc

International Committee of the Red Cross
19, avenue de la Paix
1202 Geneva, Switzerland
T +41 22 734 60 01
shop.icrc.org
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