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Project plan for postdoctoral scholarship in Health and Society: Translating medical 

knowledge to the courtroom 

 

The postdoc will focus on how medical knowledge from the medical examination and forensic 

testing is translated into knowledge that can be understood and applied by actors in the criminal 

justice system. The objective is to unpack the specific and unique reasoning and negotiations 

intertwined in the ways in which medical staff aim to impart knowledge about physical evidence in 

cases of rape to legal professionals and lay persons throughout the criminal justice process. 

Currently, medical and forensic reports typically constitute central evidence in the investigative 

phase (in deciding whether to prosecute cases and in adjudicating criminal cases). Yet, very little is 

known on exactly how these exporting practises are enacted within more experienced and context-

sensitive levels. More specifically, when asked about their opinions or to respond to hypothetical 

scenarios, expert witnesses are often obliged to build their responses on the expertise they have 

been enlisted to represent and to be clear about the limitations of their statements. In sum, the 

project will explore how medical experts, who are socialised and situated in medical-knowledge 

regimes, formally weight empirical evidence when uncertainty exists, and what these signs of 

uncertainty might be; the project will also examine how these experts negotiate expectations from 

the criminal justice system to address these dimensions of knowledge making.  

To investigate this, this project will be embedded in two primary processes of communication in 

which medical staff are deeply involved: in the form of (1) the medical reports written up by 

medical staff at rape-reception centres based on patient examinations and (2) forensic testing and 

reporting on these based on biological material collected by police officers and medical staff. The 

medical and forensic reports are used by police during investigations, by police lawyers when 

deciding whether or not to prosecute cases, by defence lawyers and public prosecutors when 

preparing cases, and by lay and legal judges in the adjudication of cases. More specifically, this 

project will combine a careful analysis of a selection of these reports and the use of qualitative 

interviews with medical staff at rape-reception centres and the forensic labs tasked with authoring 

these reports; the aim is to explore how the mandate to communicate findings in a way that will be 

understandable to other professionals and lay persons is interpreted and executed.  

Some of the key questions in this part of the investigation are as follows:  

• How do medical staff reflect on the need for the reports to be useful in the criminal justice 

processes using scientific and professional standards? 

• How are probability and uncertainty reflected on and explicitly communicated, if at all?  



 2 

 

• How do medical professionals experience their involvement in the criminal justice process 

and their having to abide by the process’s procedures and needs – both in writing the reports and 

in presenting the reports in court and answering ad-hoc questions by prosecutors and defence 

lawyers – based on these people’s more generalised medical knowledge?  

 

The postdoc will be expected to publish three articles in international journals in life science, 

critical health research, and science and technology studies. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


