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Understanding Current Levels of Forensic Occupational Stress and Wellness: Building a Foundation for
Increased Forensic Science Workforce Resiliency

Justin Goldstein, MA*, Austin, TX 78748-0039; Helen S. Alesbury, MA, New York City Office of Chief Medical Examiner, New York, NY 10016; Jamilla
Dick-Quashie, MS, New York City Office of Chief Medical Examiner, New York, NY 10016
Learning Overview: After attending this presentation, attendees will have a greater understanding of the mental health issues that are affecting
specialists employed in the forensic sciences. Understanding the diversity of perspectives on how occupational stressors affect forensic professionals,
particularly those who often work in mass fatality contexts, will help attendees not only identify issues in their own offices, but also suggest potentially
beneficial interventions. This presentation will emphasize the unique challenges that forensic professionals face and start an important, data-driven
dialogue regarding their specific needs.
Impact on the Forensic Science Community: This presentation will impact the forensic science community by addressing a gap in current studies of
wellness in forensic science training and employment using quantitative and qualitative results from a questionnaire approved for dissemination by the
New York City Department of Health and Mental Hygiene Institutional Review Board (Protocol #19-060). Currently, there is a significant lack of
research that looks to address or understand the demands of working in medical examiner and coroner offices, let alone doing so in the wake of mass
fatality incidents. Mass fatality incidents have become undeniably ingratiated into American culture, and thus it is vital to analyze potential sources of
occupational stress and vicarious trauma that forensic professionals are exposed to as part of their daily work. Despite the analytical resources that have
been directed toward studies of occupational stress, burnout, and vicarious trauma in emergency personnel following a mass fatality incident, current
research either does not consider the experiences of the forensic staff at medical examiner and coroner offices, or does not focus on the specific, longterm effects a mass fatality incident has on forensic staff at medical examiner and coroner offices.1-7
This study deployed a 23-question survey to the American Academy of Forensic Sciences (AAFS) membership as well as operational staff at the Clark
County Office of the Coroner/Medical Examiner (CCOCME) in Las Vegas, NV, who notably were tasked with processing the deadliest mass shooting
to date in American history (October 1, 2017). Survey questions were designed to measure general levels of occupational stress and levels of perceived
mental health support. Additionally, questions measuring the potential relationship between elevated levels of occupational stress and frequent contact
with human remains and/or frequent contact with next of kin of human decedents were included in the survey. Questions obtaining general demographic
information were also included to assess any additional trends. All questions included options to expand on answers to include qualitative data where
possible. The survey was generated through the New York City Office of Chief Medical Examiner’s Survey Monkey account, and IP address collection
was disabled to ensure all participants remained anonymous. The survey was open for a total of six weeks, during which results from 99 individuals
(40 from CCOCME and 59 from AAFS) were collected and analyzed.
Results suggest that future studies should consider occupational stress and wellness concerns of forensic professionals at higher, ethnographic
resolutions. CCOCME respondents overwhelmingly (75%) reported that they felt contact with human remains and next of kin of decedents had altered
their daily life outside of work hours, reporting changes in their interaction with friends and family. Notably, 50% of CCOCME staff and 74% of AAFS
reported that they felt common mental health issues were not adequately addressed in occupational, academic, or professional training. Respondents of
both survey groups reported feeling worn out from work (61% of AAFS, and 65% of CCOCME), highlighting the potential benefit of further developing
wellness programming for the forensic science workforce.
In conclusion, this study finds that forensic professionals do report increased stress levels related to their daily work, as well as specific responses to
mass fatality incidents. Additional qualitative responses to some questions also revealed the personal and individualized experiences in fatality
management.
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