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PROJECT ECHO: OD-FIT

Overdose Fatality Investigation Techniques

Forensic Autopsy and Drug Poisoning Deaths

An autopsy is a systematic evaluation of a dead body, including the external surface, viscera, appearance
of tissues under the microscope, and a variety of laboratory studies, including toxicology. Autopsies
should always be performed in the context of circumstantial history, death scene findings, and medical
history. Doing so allows the pathologist to generate hypotheses about what they expect to find and
confirm, refute, or expand those hypotheses through a strategic approach to dissection, laboratory
specimen procurement, and lab test selection. Ultimately, observations from circumstantial
investigation, autopsy, and laboratory studies are used to generate conclusions about the cause and
manner of death.

Relevant Terminology
e (T: Computed tomography

Key Takeaways

o Afull autopsy is an approach recommended by the National Association of Medical Examiners
(NAME) in all potential drug-related deaths. Doing so fosters accurate conclusions about the
cause and manner of death necessary to support public health and safety needs.

e Examining the viscera in a full autopsy can exclude trauma, ascertain potential comorbidities,
characterize fatal secondary consequences of drug use, recognize findings that assist with
accurately determining the manner of death, foster obtaining adequate specimens for
toxicologic analysis, and identify the direct pathologic effects of certain drugs.

e Some research shows that CT might be used to supplant an autopsy for potential drug poisoning
deaths involving individuals less than 50 years of age.

e Research also shows that point-of-care rapid urine drug screens are valuable for case triage and
real-time surveillance but lack sensitivity and specificity in recognizing key drugs unless they are
coupled with confirmatory laboratory-based testing.

To learn more about forensic autopsy and drug poisoning deaths, check out the session recording and
slides or email odfitecho@astho.org for more information.
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About the Presenter: Kurt B. Nolte, MD, is a forensic pathologist
currently serving as a University of New Mexico (UNM)
Distinguished Professor of Pathology and Radiology. He is the
former Chief Medical Investigator (Examiner) for the New Mexico
Office of the Medical Investigator. Dr. Nolte has also served as the
Executive Vice President for the National Association of Medical
Examiners, the Assistant Dean/Vice President for Research for the
UNM Health Sciences Center, and the founding Director of the
Radiology-Pathology Center for Forensic Imaging at the UNM School
of Medicine. His career and research efforts have focused on the
intersection between forensic pathology and public health, including
drug overdose deaths.
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