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ln any death investigation, determining the approximate time of death is a crucialetement for investigators. lt is particularly true in

cases of deaths resulting from a criminaI act or murder.

-*- e-erican Military University
AtU A member of the accredited Amerion Pubtc Univenity system

HOWTO ESTIMATE ilME OF

IIEATH USIIIG ALGOR

MORTIS, EXPLAIilED
CriminaI Justice Btog I American Mititary University

fr&,f

'\rl'tltt..tn
\lrlitar r
{ titrtlrrlt

How to Estimate Time of Death

\d

Using Algor Mortis, Explained

APPLY NOW REOUEST INFO CALL CHAT



Atgor mortis refers to the change in the internal temperature of a human body after a person's heart stops beating, ln the hours after

death occurs, the body no longer circulates btood or generates heat. Additionatty, the metabolic processes of the muscles and organs

in the body begin to cease during the earty postmortem period.

As a result, the internat temperature of the deceased person decreases in the hours fottowing death untit the body reaches the

ambient temperature of the surrounding environment. The rate of decrease depends on severaI factors, but fo[[owing the first hour

after death, the body generally begins to coo[ by one to one and a half degrees per hour.

OTHER POSTMORTEM IilDICATORS HEIP II{UESTIGATORS

DETERMIiIE WHEN SOMEIINE'S DEATH OCGURRED

ln addition to atgor mortis, other post-mortem indicators such as rigor mortis and livor mortis can provide criticat clues to

investigators. Rigor mortis is the stiffening of the musctes after death, which occurs due to chemical changes in the muscte tissue. This

process typicatty begins within a few hours postmortem and can he[p [aw enforcement investigators to estimate the plslmsde4.

interva[ (the time period that has etapsed since death).

Livor mortis - or the settting of btood in the lower parts of the body after death - can atso offer usefuI insights. The appearance and

fixed nature of livor mortis can indicate whether the body has been moved after death, hetping forensic medicine experts reconstruct

the events surrounding the death.

Vitreous humor, the ftuid in the eyebal[, is anothervaluab[e source for determining time of death. Analyzing the potassium levels in the

vitreous humor can provide a timetine of post-mortem changes to the body.

THE FACTORS AFFEGTIiIG THE RATE llF BOIIY TEMPERATURE

IIECREASE

There are several factors to consider when an investigator uses the interna[ temperature of a body to hetp estimate a person's time of

death, For instance, the ambient temperature of the environment in which a dead body is found may acceterate or decelerate the

temperatu re loss process.

A human body teft in a very cold outside environment wi[[ decrease in temperature faster than one teft in a hot, humid location. This

change is due to the larger gap between the body's temperature and the ambient temperature of the environment.

The physicat makeup of an individuaI also affects the rate of the deceased's temperature [oss. A body that is very muscular or obese

witt take longer to reach the surrounding ambient temperature. The insutating quatities of muscle tissue or fat as we[[ as the additionaI

skin surface area and the denseness of other body tissues slow the temperature [oss.

Age inftuences the drop in body temperature after death as we[t, lnfants and elderty persons genera[[y lose body temperature more

quickty than futt-grown, middte-aged adutts. This acceterated rate of temperature loss is typicatty a result of lower body fat levels and

an overat[ smatter skin surface area.
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There are other methods that hetp an investigator to determine a time of death. lf someone was battling an infection at the time of his

or her death, for example, that person's internaI body temperature may be severaI degrees higher than usuaI due to a fever. The

feverish condition means that the body must drop additionaIdegrees before reaching the surrounding temperature of its environment,

which tengthens the algor mortis timeframe.

Thick ctothing worn by a person at the time of death can act as an insulator to the body and extend the amount of time it takes for the

internaI temperature to drop. Conversety, if a body is nude or clad in minimat ctothing, the loss in temperature witt often be more rapid

in the hours after death.

ATGOR MORTIS CAiI PROUIDE CRITICAT CTUES TlI

IIIUESTIGATORS

The use of atgor mortis to assist in determining time of death provided crucial evidence in the case of Nava Baker, a three-year-old

chitd who died as a result of abuse. When medical personnel first arrived at the death scene, they found Nava's skin cotd to the touch,

indicating she had been dead for several hours. The mother's boyfriend claimed he'd been performing CPR on the chitd just prior to the

medics arriving.

However, the tow body temperature of the girt hetped to prove that his statement was fatse, Both the boyfriend and Nava's mother

were ultimatety arrested for murder.

lnvestigators later learned that the two adutts had subjected the chitd to [ong-term abuse, which uttimatety caused her death.

However, Nava's mother and her boyfriend did not immediatety report the toddter's death to authorities.

Prior to catting 911, they took severaI hours to clean up and alterthe scene of the crime in an attempt to mistead po[ice. During that

time, Nava's body temperature dropped severaI degrees, leaving a significant ctue for law enforcement officiats.

Atgor mortis changes can be extremety hetpfut in determining the approximate time of a person's death, providing valuable evidence

for crlme scene investigators, forensic pathotogists, and detectives. For example, as in the Baker case, algor mortis may atso verify or

refute the statement of a witness or suspect. Knowing how to estimate time of death using algor mortis is a cruciaIskitt that cannot be

overtooked in forensic investigations.

CRIMINAI JUSTICE DEGREES AT AMERICAII l,lltlTARY

UilIUERSITY

American Mititary University (AMU) offers four criminaI justice programs, such as:

. An ontine associate of arts in criminal justice

. An@iustice

. An ontine bachetor of science in criminal justice

' An @gree in criminat justice

These programs are designed to cater to a range of professionat goals and educationaI needs, providing students with a robust

-*- e*erican Military University
AtU A member of the accredited Amerien Pubic Univercity syst€m

I
U I il I h.



The associate of arts in criminat justice is perfect for adutt learners seeking foundationaI knowtedge of the criminatjustice system. lt

provides a sotid introduction to criminaIjustice principles and practices.

The curricutum inctudes courses on law enforcement, corrections, and the juvenite justice system. Key courses include "lntroduction to

Law Enforcement," "Evidence and Procedures," "lntercultural Communication," and "lntroduction to the Courts" help students deve[op

a basic understanding of criminaIjustice processes, the roles of law enforcement agencies, and the functioning of the criminaIjustice

system. Students atso gain insights into the juvenite justice system, which is cruciaIfor students interested in working with youth

offenders.

(IIIIIiIE BACHETOR OF ARTS III CRIMIIIAL JUSTICE

The bachelor of arts in criminal justice is ideat for students seeking a comprehensive understanding of the criminaI justice system,

including law enforcement, criminology, and corrections, lt's suited for adutt learners interested in pursuing roles such as potice

officers, correctionaI officers, and federaI agents.

This degree offers insights from experienced professionats, providing rea[-world knowtedge, lt covers topics tike U,S. taw

enforcement, criminaI behavior, and communitv retations, offering a hotistic view of the criminatjustice system.

The curricutum inctudes courses in [aw, investigations, juvenile issues, and stress management. Courses such as "Criminat Law,"

"Criminat lnvestigations," and "Ethics in Criminat Justice" help students devetop sensitivity, critical thinking, and prob[em-sotving skitts

specific to criminatjustice. Students atso tearn about the psychotogicaI aspects of criminaI behavior and effective community relations

strategies.

0l,ltlilE BAGHEI0R 0F SGIEiIGE lil CRlMll'lAt JUSTIGE

The bachelor of science in criminal justice is designed for adutt learners seeking a more scientific approach to criminatjustice. lt puts

an emphasis on forensic science and investigative techniques and is ideat for students interested in seeking roles as forensic anatysts,

crime scene lnvestigators, and criminaI profiters.

This program includes advanced courses in criminology, digitat forensics, and [aw. Courses in criminotogy, digitat forensics, criminal

law, evidence and procedures, forensic anthropology, and crime analysis emphasize the apptication of scientific and technological

methods to criminaI justice.

Students witl learn about the latest forensic technotogies and techniques used in sotving crimes, as we[[ as the legaI and ethical

considerations involved in criminaI investigations. The curricutum is designed to devetop criticaI thinking and anatyticat skitts,

ensuring graduates are wett-prepared for criminat justice chattenges.

lIIILIilE UASTER OF ARTS 11{ CRIMINAT JUSTICE

The master of arts in criminaljustice is geared towards adult learners who want to pursue teadership rotes or specialized knowledge

in areas tike poticy development, administration, and advanced investigative techniques, This advanced degree aims to provide

students with the knowledge to seek high-tevet positions in criminaI justice.

ln addition, this master's degree also offers in-depth studies and opportunities for research. lt equips students with the ski[[s needed

to influence poticy and effectivety lead criminal justice organizations,

Courses in this program include topics that involve criminat justice administration, pubtic poticy, and advanced criminotogicattheory.

The curricutum emphasizes teadership, strategic ptanning, and the apptication of advanced theories to practicat problems. Some of the

courses in this program inctude criminaI justice ethics, potice administration, criminaI justice administration, advanced criminotogicaI

theory and research design and methods.
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ABOUT TIIE AUTIIOR
Jennifer Buchottz

Jennifer Bucholtz is a former U.S. Army Counterintelligence Agent and a decorated veteran of the lraq and

Afghanistan wars. She holds a bachelor of science in criminal justice from Northern Arizona University, a master of
arts in criminaljustice from the City University of New York, and a master of science in forensic sciences from
Nationat University. Buchottz has an extensive background in U.5. mititary and Department of Defense
counterintettigence operations. Buchottz has atso worked for the Arizona Department of Corrections and Office of
the Chief Medicat Examiner in New York City. She is currently an adjunct facutty member and teaches courses in

criminaI justice and forensic sciences. Additionatty, she is a sworn civitian investigator for the E[ Paso County
Sheriff 's Department and host of AMU's investigative podcast Break the Case.
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