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Introduction

• One of the primary functions of forensic anthropology is skeletal 
identification

• Basis for skeletal identification is the biological profile (BP)
• Ancestry, Sex, Age, Stature

• BP based on morphoscopic and metric analysis

• Recently sections have come under debate

• Different methodologies, theories, and errors can develop different 
profiles
• Highlights need for education and practice in methods

• Methodologies and theories not standardized between institutions

• Some, methodologies taught in absence of accompanying theories

• Differences and errors can be found in all four primary aspects of BP



Ancestry

• Most beleaguered of the parts of the biological profile

• Debate over usefulness dates back several decades, if not to 
the foundations of biological anthropology itself
• Create distinct biological categories

• Based on morphoscopic and metric traits

• 1950’s & 60’s debate started to shift away from distinct 
categories to range of variation
• Based on clinal continuum; groups demonstrate significant overlap

• As field progressed debated shifted to merits of ancestry 
determination

a) Pragmatic, describe potential group affiliation
b) Problematic, does not represent range & does not acknowledge 

negative connotations



Sex and Gender

• Often thought as one of the easiest to discern
• Most all of skeleton is sexually dimorphic
• Wide degree of methodologies 

• Metric and Morphoscopic

• Debates as to which methods are best
• Scored or Dichotomized
• Problematic with intersex individuals

• Forgets Gender
• Transgender, Non-binary, Gender non-conforming individuals
• An individual may have identified with a different gender than what is 

recorded in the osteological record using current anthropological 
practices

• Particularly true when given the increase in governments allowing 
gender-change on documents. 



Age & Stature

Age

• Large variety of methods

• Mostly morphoscopic in 
adults

• Scoring systems murky and 
subjective

• Produces wide ranges at 
high confidence intervals
• ≈ ±20 years 

Stature

• Mostly metric in analysis

• Requires knowledge of sex in 
many cases for more 
accurate results

• Requires complete elements*

• Slight errors in measurements 
can magnify in final analysis

• Produces wide stature ranges
• ≈ ±3-5”



Project Research Questions

• How is the biological profile taught across American 
universities at the undergraduate and advanced levels?

• How does instruction impact the efficacy of the biological 
profile in the field?

• Given the recent debate, in what way(s) have the 
significance of the biological profile changed?



Methodology

• Pilot Project

• 76 Respondents
• 4 Graduate and 72 

Undergraduate

• Over 4 Years

• Taken Pre- & Post-
Completion of Forensic 
Field School

• All Taken from The Ohio 
State University



Methodology

• Qualitative and Quantitative

• Focused on students' knowledge 
of forensic anthropology
• Relationship to wider medico-legal 

community

• Questions Focused on:
• Definitions of science and field
• How forensic anthropologists get 

involved in crime scenes
• What leads to identifications
• How the biological profile promotes 

or assists police with identification

• Responses were coded as 0, 1, or 
N/A



Methodology

• Responses Reviewed by 3 
Reviewers

• Selected key-words and 
phrases marked as 
Present/Absent

• Percent “Present”

• Chi-Squared

• Responses and Reviewer 
Scores

• Gathered over multiple years



Results (Quantitative) 

• Students’ knowledge 
differed in their 
understanding of the 
biological profile and its 
uses pre- and post-
completion of the 
course



Results (Quantitative)

• Coding consistently difficult 
for the definitions fitting into 
a forensic investigation
• Anthropology

• Osteology

• Archaeology

• Respondents often failed to 
see how scientific method 
fits into forensic 
investigation
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Results (Qualitative)

• Word-Cloud demonstrated:
• Search aspect infrequent

• Decompose also infrequent

• Identification through 
biological profile common 
idea pre-course

• More varied responses post-
course highlighting all 
aspects of forensic 
anthropology

Pre-course (above); post-course (below)



Results (Qualitative)

Forensic anthropology “Often 
involves…biological profile for the 
purposes of narrowing down identity”

“A biological profile is best used to gain a 
general idea of who the individual may 
have been in life; it does not help beyond 
possibility of narrowing down a missing 
person list.”

“The biological profile methods were 
difficult to learn as so much seems based 
unclear or confusing terminology”

“The biological profile is only useful if 
someone has the correct information in a 
government database”

“We mostly learned how to do the 
biological profile in classes while the field 
school taught us the practical, more 
hands-on component of forensic 
anthropology”

“A forensic anthropologist can estimate 
what groups people might belong 
to…help law enforcement narrow down a 
missing persons list

“Basically the biological profile gives 
forensic investigators a trail to follow and 
pursue possible leads hopefully following 
an unbiased scientific method approach



Conclusions

• Respondents see both the difficulties of the biological 
profile as well as its usefulness

• Education doesn’t emphasize the other aspects of 
forensic anthropology as much as the biological profile 
• i.e. search and recovery, scene context, documentation, chain 

of custody, etc.

• Despite education and practice in the biological profile, 
methods remain confusing

• Respondents often view the biological profile as the only
aspect of forensic anthropology



Future Research

• Wider study being conducted
• Expands institutions

• Includes undergraduate and graduate students

• Includes professionals



Recommendations

• Teach theory along side methodology

• Education needs to highlight the complexities of the 
biological profile
• Where/when it is best applied

• Balance out biological profile with other aspects of 
forensic anthropology

• Reflect on material post-course
• Does knowledge learned match objectives

• Specifically with regards to students who do not pursue the field
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