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The sudden or unexplained death of an individual has a profound
impact on families and friends of the deceased and places signifi-

cant responsibility on the agencies tasked with determining the cause of
death. Increasingly, science and technology play a key role in death
investigations. One of the hallmarks of science is adherence to clear and
well-grounded protocols.

In many jurisdictions, responsibility for conducting death investiga-
tions may rest with pathologists, medical examiners, or coroners, in
addition to their other duties. There is little training available in the best
procedures for handling these crucial and sensitive tasks. To help fill the
gap, the National Institute of Justice, joined by the Centers for Disease
Control and Prevention and the Bureau of Justice Assistance, supported
the development of the guidelines presented in this report.

These guidelines were produced with the vigorous participation of
highly experienced officials and professionals who served on the National
Medicolegal Review Panel. A technical working group of 144 profession-
als from across the country provided the grassroots input to the panel’s
work. I applaud their willingness to take the time to serve in this effort
and to hammer out this consensus on the best approach to conducting
thorough and competent death investigations.

Jurisdictions will want to carefully consider these guidelines and
their applicability to local agencies and circumstances. By adhering to
agreed-upon national standards, death investigators can arrive at the truth
about a suspicious death. Families and friends can be consoled by knowing
what happened to their loved one, and justice can be administered on the
foundation of truth that must always guide our work.

Janet Reno
Attorney General

Message From the Attorney General
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The National Medicolegal Review Panel (NMRP) represents a
multidisciplinary group of content area experts, each representing
members of his or her respective organization. Each organization has a
role—be it active involvement or oversight—in conducting death investi-
gations and in implementing these guidelines.

United States Conference of Mayors
The Honorable Scott L. King (Chairman, NMRP)

Mayor
Gary, Indiana

American Academy of Forensic Sciences
Joseph H. Davis, M.D.

Retired Director, Dade County Medical Examiner Department
Miami, Florida

American Bar Association
Bruce H. Hanley, Esq.

Partner, Hanley & Dejoras, P.A.
Minneapolis, Minnesota

American Medical Association
Mary E. S. Case, M.D.

Chief Medical Examiner
St. Louis, St. Charles, Jefferson, and Franklin Counties, Missouri

St. Louis University School of Medicine

College of American Pathologists
Jeffrey M. Jentzen, M.D.

Medical Examiner
Milwaukee, Wisconsin

International Association of Chiefs of Police
Chief Thomas J. O’Loughlin

Wellesley, Massachusetts

National Medicolegal Review Panel
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International Association of Coroners and Medical Examiners
Halbert E. Fillinger, Jr., M.D.

Coroner
Montgomery County, Pennsylvania

National Association of Counties
Douglas A. Mack, M.D., M.P.H.

Chief Medical Examiner and Public Health Director
Kent County, Michigan

National Association of Medical Examiners
Richard C. Harruff, M.D., Ph.D.

Associate Medical Examiner
Seattle/King County Department of Public Health

Seattle, Washington

National Conference of State Legislatures
Representative Jeanne M. Adkins

Colorado State Legislature
House Judiciary Committee

Denver, Colorado

National Governors’ Association
Richard T. Callery, M.D., F.C.A.P.

Chief Medical Examiner
Wilmington, Delaware

National Sheriffs’ Association
Donald L. Mauro

Commanding Officer, Homicide Bureau
Los Angeles County Sheriff’s Department

Los Angeles, California

Colorado Coroners’ Association
Elaine R. Meisner

Logan County Coroner
Sterling, Colorado

South Dakota Funeral Directors’ Association
George H. Kuhler
Elected Coroner

Beadle County, South Dakota
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