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E20 Investigating Elder Deaths

Julie A. Howe, MBA*, Saint Louis University, Franklin, Jefferson & St Charles MEO, College of Health Sciences, 3084, St. Louis, 
MO 63104-1028; Kim A. Collins, MD*, LifePoint Organ and Tissue Donation Services, 3950 Faber Road, Charleston, SC 29405; and 
Patricia King, RN*, Dept of Human Services Division of Aging Services, Forensic Special Investigation Unit, 2 Peachtree NW, Ste 33-
284, Atlanta, GA 30303

After attending this presentation, attendees will better understand the signs and symptoms of elder maltreatment and the need to 
perform complete and thorough medicolegal death investigations in these cases, including scene investigations, ancillary studies such 
as toxicology screening, review of medical records, autopsy, and imaging when warranted in order to properly determine the cause 
DQG�PDQQHU�RI�GHDWK���(OGHU�'HDWK�5HYLHZ�7HDPV��('57��SURYLGH�LQWHUGLVFLSOLQDU\�UHYLHZ�RI�HOGHU�GHDWKV�LQ�DQ�DWWHPSW�WR�GHYHORS�
prevention strategies to decrease the incidence of elder abuse.

7KLV� SUHVHQWDWLRQ�ZLOO� LPSDFW� WKH� IRUHQVLF� VFLHQFH� FRPPXQLW\� E\� HPSKDVL]LQJ� WKH� QHHG� IRU� FRPSUHKHQVLYH�PHGLFROHJDO� GHDWK�
investigations in order to differentiate elder maltreatment from deaths due to natural disease of elders aged 60 years and older in 
VXVSLFLRXV�GHDWKV�DQG�WR�FRQGXFW�LQWHUGLVFLSOLQDU\�('57�LQ�DQ�DWWHPSW�WR�LPSURYH�RXWFRPHV�IRU�WKLV�SRSXODWLRQ�

7KH�SRSXODWLRQ�RI�HOGHUV�DJHG����\HDUV�DQG�RYHU�LV�SURMHFWHG�WR�GRXEOH�LQ�VL]H�DQG�FRPSULVH�����RI�WKH�WRWDO�8QLWHG�6WDWHV�SRSXODWLRQ�
by 2050.1  As this population grows, the maltreatment of elders is an increasing and disturbing problem worldwide.  Research suggests 
that at least one in ten elders experiences some type of abuse but only one in 23 cases will be reported, according to the National Center 
on Elder Abuse.2,3

(OGHUV�DUH�D�YXOQHUDEOH�SRSXODWLRQ�GXH�WR�WKHLU�SDWKRSK\VLRORJ\�DQG�ODFN�RI�RYHUDOO�KHDOWKFDUH�XQGHUVWDQGLQJ���&RQGLWLRQV�RWKHU�
than natural disease processes, such as hip fractures, subdural hematomas, sepsis, untreated decubitus ulcers, and malnourishment, may 
hasten their death.  The medicolegal community must ensure that thorough investigations are completed to separate normal and expected 
¿QGLQJV�IURP�DEXVH�DQG�QHJOHFW�

2QO\�WZR�VWDWHV��$UNDQVDV�DQG�0LVVRXUL��KDYH�ODZV�WKDW�PDQGDWH�UHSRUWLQJ�RI�HOGHU�GHDWKV�WKDW�RFFXU�LQ�D�UHVLGHQWLDO�FDUH�IDFLOLW\��
DVVLVWHG�OLYLQJ�IDFLOLW\��LQWHUPHGLDWH�FDUH�IDFLOLW\��RU�VNLOOHG�QXUVLQJ�IDFLOLW\�WR�WKH�PHGLFDO�H[DPLQHU�FRURQHU�UHJDUGOHVV�RI�ZKHWKHU�RU�
not the death was due to natural causes.4,5  Furthermore, only 33 states or United States territories require the medical examiner/coroner 
or persons who perform the duties of the medical examiner/coroner to report cases of suspected abuse, leaving 31 states or territories 
without mandatory reporting requirements.6  In order to address epidemiological studies, consistent reporting is necessary.

,W�LV�SDUDPRXQW�IRU�LQGLYLGXDOV�ZKR�LQYHVWLJDWH�DQG�GRFXPHQW�HOGHU�GHDWKV�WR�EH�SURSHUO\�WUDLQHG�LQ�RUGHU�WR�UHFRJQL]H�SRVVLEOH�VLJQV�
of maltreatment.  A systematic approach, beginning with the death and scene investigation, followed by a complete autopsy, concluding 
ZLWK�DQ�LQWHUGLVFLSOLQDU\�HOGHU�GHDWK�UHYLHZ�HQVXUHV�SURSHU�FODVVL¿FDWLRQ�RI�FDXVH�DQG�PDQQHU�RI�GHDWK���7KLV�PHWKRGLFDO�DSSURDFK�DOVR�
allows for the development of prevention measures to decrease the incidence of future cases.

'HDWKV�RI�HOGHUV�VKRXOG�QRW�DXWRPDWLFDOO\�EH�DVVXPHG�WR�UHVXOW�IURP�QDWXUDO�GLVHDVH���$FFLGHQWV��VXLFLGHV��DQG�KRPLFLGHV�FDQ�DQG�GR�
RFFXU�LQ�WKH�HOGHU�SRSXODWLRQ���7KH�GHYHORSPHQW�RI�D�FRPSUHKHQVLYH�VWDQGDUGL]HG�UHSRUWLQJ�IRUP�WR�FROOHFW�DSSURSULDWH�LQIRUPDWLRQ�ZLOO�
assist in differentiating these cases and will be discussed.

7KH�*HRUJLD�'HSDUWPHQW�RI�+XPDQ�6HUYLFHV�'LYLVLRQ�RI�$JLQJ�DQG�WKH�)XOWRQ�&RXQW\�0HGLFDO�([DPLQHU¶V�2I¿FH�FROODERUDWHG�WR�
GHYHORS�D�GDWDEDVH�GRFXPHQWLQJ�GHPRJUDSKLF�DQG�ULVN�IDFWRUV�IRU�HOGHU�DEXVH��QHJOHFW��DQG�H[SORLWDWLRQ�FDVHV�7  The team reviews cases 
ZHHNO\��QRWLI\LQJ�WKH�PHGLFDO�H[DPLQHU�FRURQHU�RI�DQ\�VXVSHFWHG�PDOWUHDWPHQW��LQLWLDWLQJ�IXUWKHU�LQYHVWLJDWLRQ�ZKLFK�PD\�QRW�KDYH�EHHQ�
pursued otherwise.  The project will be discussed in detail.

3UHPDWXUH�GHDWKV�RI�HOGHUV�VKRXOG�EH�LQYHVWLJDWHG�DV�VHULRXVO\�DV�WKRVH�RI�FKLOGUHQ�DQG�\RXQJHU�DGXOWV���7KLV�RXWORRN�ZLOO�GHFUHDVH�
the incidence of maltreatment occurring in a population that continues to grow as individuals live longer. 
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