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Screening Notification of Death – Ideal State

• Coroner/Medical Examiner Offices (C/ME) should 
have a uniformed system in place using a 
comprehensive approach to questioning

• An appropriate and thorough screening tool is the 
benchmark for a quality, high-functioning 
medicolegal system



Screening Notification of Death – Ideal State

• Review of prescription drug monitoring program 
(PDMP)

• Electronic database that tracks controlled 
substances in real-time

• Helps to gain accurate and timely information about 
prescribing and patient behavior 

• Important to utilize this tool before determining 
jurisdiction of case



Screening Notification of Death – Ideal State

• Review of a Health Information Exchange (HEI) –
such as a Regional Health Information Organization 
(RHIO)

• RHIO provides real-time access to medical records 
in specific regions

• Review recent hospitalizations, emergency 
department visits, remote hospitalizations, primary 
care/medication records, urgent care records



Screening Notification of Death – Ideal State

• Use of RHIO can assist in making accurate 
jurisdictional decisions 

• RHIO used in conjunction with PDMP – and 
information provided by the reporter of death 

• Law Enforcement

• Medical providers (ED, inpatient)

• Important to utilize this tool before determining 
jurisdiction of case
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Allied Training

• Outreach and multijurisdictional training is crucial to bring a 
diverse group of stakeholders together

• Collaborate and address issues vital to a death investigation

• Communication – Cooperation – Coordination      
are essential components to the quadrangle of medicolegal 
investigations

Criminal Justice – Public Safety – Medicine – Public Health



Allied Training

• Police Academies

• Law Enforcement 
Patrol Divisions

• Criminal Investigation 
Divisions

• Evidence Technicians

• Drug Task Force

• Fire Personnel / Academy

• Paramedics, EMS 

• Emergency Departments

• Inpatient Hospital Staff

• Nursing Homes

• Organ/Tissue Procurement 
Agencies
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What Can We Learn 
from a 

Scene Investigation?
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Figure captured and adapted from:  https://www.freeimages.com/photo/obra-2-1232026. Photo by Marcelo Terraza.
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Medicolegal Death Investigation

Scene Arrival

• Meet with law enforcement and exchange information

• Confirm information that was provided during the initial 
notification of death 

• Obtain additional information that was learned since the 
death notification to the C/ME 

• Criminal history 

• Premise history
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Medicolegal Death Investigation

Scene Photography 

• Photographs should be taken before and after the body is 
moved

• Photo-document items as they are presented – as the 
position and location is essential to determine the possible 
chain of events leading up to the death

• Ask law enforcement if any items have been moved or 
collected prior to your arrival
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Figure captured and adapted from:  Onondaga County Medical Examiner’s Office – Center for Forensic Sciences, Syracuse, New York.

Scene Photography
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Detailed Body Examination

Figure captured and adapted from:  Onondaga County Medical Examiner’s Office – Center for Forensic Sciences, Syracuse, New York.
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Evidence

Figure captured and adapted from:  Onondaga County Medical Examiner’s Office – Center for Forensic Sciences, Syracuse, New York.



Figure captured and adapted from:  Onondaga County Medical Examiner’s Office – Center for Forensic Sciences, Syracuse, New York.



Figure captured and adapted from:  Onondaga County Medical Examiner’s Office – Center for Forensic Sciences, Syracuse, New York.
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Figure captured and adapted from:  Onondaga County Medical Examiner’s Office – Center for Forensic Sciences, Syracuse, New York.
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Figure captured and adapted from:  Onondaga County Medical Examiner’s Office – Center for Forensic Sciences, Syracuse, New York.
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Figure captured and adapted from:  Onondaga County Medical Examiner’s Office – Center for Forensic Sciences, Syracuse, New York.
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Figure captured and adapted from:  Onondaga County Medical Examiner’s Office – Center for Forensic Sciences, Syracuse, New York.
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Figure captured and adapted from:  Onondaga County Medical Examiner’s Office – Center for Forensic Sciences, Syracuse, New York.
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Figure captured and adapted from:  Onondaga County Medical Examiner’s Office – Center for Forensic Sciences, Syracuse, New York.
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Figure captured and adapted from:  Onondaga County Medical Examiner’s Office – Center for Forensic Sciences, Syracuse, New York.
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Figure captured and adapted from:  Onondaga County Medical Examiner’s Office – Center for Forensic Sciences, Syracuse, New York.
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Case-Type Specific Data  – Ideal State

• Each specific case-type has a number of 
investigative points that should be documented 
during the scene and vary in number based on the 
specific type of death investigation

• Each case-type will also have a number of specific 
points based on the kin and witness interview(s)



Data Entry Screen
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Case-Types
Alcohol/Medication and/or Poisoning

Burns/Fire

Carbon Monoxide (concern for)

Cutting/Stabbing

Drowning in Different Bodies of Water

Exposure Deaths

Falls

Firearms

Hanging

Industrial/Work Related

Motor Vehicle Collision

Pediatric (1 year - 18 years)

Skeletal Remains

Suicide

SUID



Case-Type Information



Case-Type Information   
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Quality Assurance / Quality Improvement

• QA/QI programs are essential in all medicolegal
offices

• Forensic investigation (scene) reports
• Autopsy reports
• Toxicology reports

• Accurate documentation is paramount in forensic 
cases

• Information is used by a multitude of stakeholders 
(e.g., CFRT, SFRT, OFRT, SUDORS)



Interviewing – Ideal State

• C/ME to interview kin, eyewitnesses, friends, etc.
• Scene 
• Hospital
• Telephone

• Scene dependent:  If possible, separate kin/witnesses 
and interview one-on-one

• Non-accusatory questioning with a compassionate 
and inquiry-based method



• Last known alive, by 
whom

• Snoring loudly in bed

• Found; by whom

• Medical history

• Mental health history

• Tobacco/Vaping use

• Alcohol misuse

• Prescription medication misuse

• Use of illicit drugs (how long)

• Drug of preference; administered

• Triggering factors for drug use

• Withdrawal symptoms 

• Change in behavior/appearance

• Recently borrowed money

Interviewing – Ideal State



• Treatment for drug misuse 

• How many treatment interventions

• Known to recently been sober; if so, how long?

• Recent release from treatment facility (rehabilitation)

• Recent release from incarceration

• Previous overdose(s)

 Medical treatment received

 Medication-assisted treatment (e.g., Suboxone®, methadone)

Interviewing – Ideal State
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Figure captured and adapted from:  https://www.freeimages.com/photo/comfort-closeup-1257549.  Photo by Peter Skadberg.
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Early Crisis Grief

Figure captured and adapted from:  https://www.freeimages.com/photo/bricks-texture-2-1150345. Photo by IsisK.









• If the circumstances surrounding a death are equivocal, 
psychological consultants can compile information 
retrospectively about a deceased person’s mental health 
and possible motive to assist with unravelling ambiguity 
about the manner of death1

Psychosocial Investigations

SuicideAccident

1.  Ramsland, K. (2017). The Psychology of Death Investigations:  Behavioral analysis for psychological autopsy and criminal profiling (1st ed.). CRC Press.

Homicide Undetermined



• Provide the Coroner / 
Medical Examiner with the 
analysis to aid in the 
determination of  the 
manner of death

Psychosocial Investigations

Figure captured and adapted from:  Marc Safran studio & art photography. 
Photo by Marc Safran, M.D.
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Figure captured and adapted from:  https://www.freeimages.com/photo/puzzles-1515715. Photo by Pawe3 Windys.
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Figure captured and adapted from:  https://www.freeimages.com/photo/puzzle-earth-1162078.  Photo by ilker.
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Figure captured and adapted from:  https://www.freeimages.com/photo/preparing-heroine-1194927/. Photo by Rotorhead.
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Figure captured and adapted from:  https://www.freeimages.com/photo/addiction-1514652. Photo by Charles Thompson.
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Figure captured and adapted from:  https://www.freeimages.com/photo/somewhere-in-antwerp-1-1227817. Photo by Robin Goossens.
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Figure captured and adapted from:  https://www.freeimages.com/photo/thinking-chair-1546625. Photo by Andy Barton.
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Thank You

• Thank you to the SUDORS Workgroup for the 
invitation to present this afternoon

• Ideal state – the role of medicolegal death 
investigation and how C/ME must work together as a 
Team with SUDORS and all stakeholders to save 
families from the destruction and devastation of this 
epidemic
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Figure captured and adapted from:  https://www.freeimages.com/photo/sunset-1528971. Photo by Krzysztof Baranski.
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