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Solitary Deaths in the Republic of Korea:

An Autopsy—Based Study

Na, Joo-Young'

"Pusan National University

Abstract

The Ministry of Health and Welfare announced the results of a solitary death
survey in 2022. Forensic autopsy data not only includes police investigative records
but also comprehensive information regarding the postmortem examination of the
deceased, making it the most suitable data for mortality-related research. This study
conducted a sociological and forensic analysis of solitary death occurrences in the
Republic of Korea using forensic autopsy data. Out of 664 forensic autopsies, 128
were solitary deaths, with the number of men being more than five times that of
women. Solitary death was most prevalent among men in their 40s to 60s, with
a particular peak in the 50s. It was primarily observed in divorce or separation cases,
which accounted for nearly half of the cases, indicating an association with the
breakdown of traditional family structures. In 50.9% of cases, neighbors, building
managers, or landlords discovered the bodies due to the foul odor resulting from
decomposition. The average time between death and the discovery of the body was
26.6 days. Most bodies exhibited Stage 2 decomposition, characterized by full-body
discoloration and bloating. The average alcohol concentration in these cases was
0.074%. Among the 116 death certificates issued, the manner/cause of death could
not be determined in over 80% of cases; however, following forensic autopsy, the
manner of death was established in 93.0% of cases. Some causes recorded in the
death certificates were later revised after forensic autopsy. Suicides accounted for
7.8% of cases (n=10). Based on the results of this study, characteristics of solitary
death in the Republic of Korea were confirmed, and I recommend modifying the

definition of solitary death by establishing a standard time of 7 days.

Keywords: Solitary Death, Isolated Death, Forensic Pathology, Autopsy, Republic of
Korea

288



