
NVDRS Best Practices Regarding ME/Cs 

• Contract awarded by CDC to NAME, Sept 2013 
• NAME ad hoc data Committee did the project 

• Draft Best Practices Guide due by Sept 2014 

Randy Hanzlick, MD 
Chair, NAME ad hoc Data Committee 

Presented at NAME Annual Meeting, September, 2014 

"Best Practices" 

• Don't panic! 
• We had to call them that because of the contract 
• They only apply to NVDRS states and programs 
• They are not about forensic pathology practice 

NOTE: Best Practices are established goals for optimal performance. The ability 
to meet Best Practices varies because of variations in funding, personnel, other 
support, and perhaps even statutes, regulations, or polices. Best Practices should 
not be used as a practice standard nor should they be used as an alleged 
standard of performance in court or other legal proceedings. 
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Injury Prevention & Control 

Violence: Preventfon 

Tho! Niltiooal vlolent Dealh Reporting System (NVOR.S) provides. states aod communities with a 
·;;:'O; ..... __ =!1 ~:I~e~h~~~~~n:r~~r!~~vc;;.ttf~~~hS to guide local decislon~ :lbout efforts to prevent violence and 

Traolcally, more than 3B,OOO oeopte di!:!d by suicide In the United States in 2010.1 Homicide ctatmed 
another 16,000 people. \'Ie know these numbers can be lowered slnce vlotence Is preventatse. 

Surveillance Data from 18 States 
To stop violent deaths, we muse first understand au the facts. Created In 2002, the NVORS is a 
survelnance system that pulis toeerher data on violent deaihs Jn 18 states (see map below), includino 
information about homicides, such as homicides perpetrated by a Intimate partner (e.c., boyfriend, 
girlfriend. wife. husband), chlld maltreatment (or child abuse) fatalities. suicides. deaths where 
Individuals are killed by law enforcement In the line of duty. unintentional ffreerrn injury deaths, and 
deaths of undetermlned Intent, 

linkIng Data to Save LIves 
Un~Jng information about the "who, when, where and ho\ v ·~ (rom data on violent deaths will provide 
inslohts about -why· they occurred. Frontline lnvestlcatcrs, IncludIng homicide detectives, coecners, 
crime lab Investigators and medical examiners, collect valuable Information about violent deaths. But 
these data are often not combined In a svstematlc manner to provide. a ccmctete picture. 

NVDRS collects facts from four major sources about the same inddent, and pools lntcrmattcn Into a ~:~:f~I~~~~;~:~::~I~e:~~::}.;nl can. Include one victim or multiple vlctjms. The four major 

• Law enforcement reports: and 

• Crime laboratories. 

The facts that are collected about violent deaths Include: 

{ 

• Ctrcumstences related to suicide such as depression and major life stresses like relatlonshlp or 
financial problems; 

• The relationship between the perpetrator and the victim - for example, if they know each other; 

• Other crimes, such as robbery, committed along with homicide; 

• foIuttiple homicides, or homicide followed by suldde. 
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Deliverables 

• Present a Progress Report at the Nr reverse 
site visit in Atlanta, February 2014 

• Present information to the NAM E Board of 
Directrnd general membership, September 
2014 

• Provide CDC with copies of presentations or 
educatio~aterials developed during the 
project 

• Provide a draft best practices guide to CDC, 
September2014 This Week 
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NAME ad hoc Data Committee Members 

In NVDRS State (6): Gunson (OR), Hanzlick (GA), Corey (KY), Szymanski (NM), Presnell (SC), Clark (M) 

Not in NVDRS State (3): Prahlow (IN), Boden (FL), Haden-Pinneri (TX) 
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$ for NAME 

• Disclosure: Committee members could receive 
a modest honorarium for their work 

• NAME will receive "'$40,000 in revenue from 
this project 

• Participants could decline the honorarium or 
donate some or all to NAME Foundation 

Early Activities 

• Requested Comments from each State PI/PM 
• Requested Comments from a FP in each state 

Comments were grouped into: 
• Strengths 
• Weaknesses 
• Suggestions for Improvement 

• Reviewed NVDRS Coding Guide 
• Reviewed various NVDRS-related Reports of data 

and system strengths and needs 
• Prepared concise list of ME/C data elements for 

collection by ME/C offices 

7/23/2014 

4 



Later Activities 

• Began preparing draft document 
• Generally applicable goals: Not state-specific 
• On-line suggestions offered by committee 
• Conference call to discuss 
• Multiple edits over months 
• Final editing July 2014 
• To NAME Board in late July 2014 

National Violent Death Reporting System 
(NVDRS) Best Practices in ]YIec!i.solegal 

Data Collection 
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General Themes of Document 

• Funding for ME/C database improvement 
• Include ME/Cs in grants 
• Minimize manual data abstraction 
• Maximize electronic importing 
• Make data expectations realistic 
• Improve timeliness of data provision 
• Run VDRS program from within the ME/C office 
• Improve communication 
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General Layout 

Best Practices Sections Regarding: 
• Medical Examiners/Coroners (17) 
• Data Issues (9) 
• Funding and Support (3) 
• Communication and Cooperation (4) 
• Within-State program management (4) 
• NVDRS Policy and Procedure (12) 

Total of 49 Suggested Best Practices 
12 
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Example 

Best Practice 

MECl. Be aware of the NVDRS program and its goals. 
Rationa le/J ustification 
Even if a medical examiner or coroner system is not 
participating in a state violent death reporting system, the 
number of participating jurisdictions in a given state and 
the number of states having such systems will probably 
increase. Knowledge of the system is important to 
planning for the future. 

17 Best Practices for ME/Cs 
• Be aware of NVDRS program and goals 
• Be aware of state VDRS staffing details 
• Be aware of data elements desired by NVDRS 
• Understand the types of death of interest 
• Be involved with the state VDRS system 
• Develop electronic case management system 
• Be able to export data to the VDRS system 
• Read reports prepared by VDRS programs 
• Designate an office liaison to VDRS program 
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ME/C Best Practices (cant'd) 
• Recognize importance of ME/C data 
• Insist on funding/support for participation 
• Make database consistent with BP guidelines 
• Make ME/C data available within 6 months 
• Report data to VDRS at least quarterly 
• Follow NAME's Manner of Death Guide 
• Have public health worker in the ME/C office 
• Have chance to be de facto VDRS agent, if desired 

Oat.b.l. Structure with Explanatlonl 

Database can be more 
extensive if desired 

Io~ ... l.I.~nI r; ... .r.ul[, ..... ln.,/Co..-_.dO\.o''''III'':'''''._J'.IWUt:Sr..\:,,",u.tOC 
INtll$fi.I"" u .. hI:hdlr.<1"":o"n~""")" .. lo-:,l ... Ifi.I"')I"ll\4ImWlfnnld".I.' ... ~1" 
,IKlI.h'lu",.1 .. 1Il1"",1I¢t4IrKI"'(IIH«I\'.I!.IU1'"Ulr""'~II .... , .... ,~"I"tl .... ThLl,atl. 
mfY ~","MII;'IP'M1 .... ~ ... d.Jlvot .. .,gtMOoeI,I ... on'I'.~AJlli::..aI.'R"II_(,,;.r~.' " .. 
"' .... ; • .,..···""' .. ""'""' .. ·1 

Minimum Requirements 
• 41 total data fields 
• 37 simple text fields 
• 4 na rrative text fields 
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The Big Data Import Dilemma 
( ME/C IDffice ) 

/ 

• Data from different agencies 
• Different data systems and formats 
• Hardcopy v electronic information 
• Unreasonable to expect all data electronically in NVDRS format 
• This is why abstractors are needed 
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Data Item Name Question 
Hlstorv ef suicidal thoughts CME~LE_Suic;:ideTh0ughtlrlist0ry 

History of suicide attempts 

Suicide Intent B>iscl0sed 

Disclosed to whom 

left a suleide note 

CMEAE_SuicideAttemptHistory 

CI:M E/LE _ Su ic;:idel ntentDiselosed 

CME/LE_DisciosedlntentToWhom 

CME/lE_Sui<::ideNote 

o or 1 
o or 1 
1-9 options 
(i) 0r-1 

-, 
If field names in current ME/C database differ from these: 
a) Need to modify field names in ME/C database, or 
b) Need to write conversion programs, or 
c) Let the data abstractor worry about it and do coding 

If answers in current ME/C database differ from these: 
a) Need to modify answers in ME/C database, or 
b) Need to write conversion programs, or 
c) Let the data abstractor worry about it and do coding 

7/23/2014 

9 



The Big Data Import Dilemma 

Individual answer method Narrative answer method 

The decedent has expressed suicidal 
thoughts and plans to his spouse 
on multiple occasions and attempted 
suicide two years ago by drug 
overdose. He left a five page 
handwritten suicide 
note addressed to his children. 
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1) History of suicidal thoughts /plans: 
2) History of suicide attempts: 
3) Recent disclosed suicidal thoughts: 
4) Suicide Intent Disclosed: 
5) Disclosed to whom: 
6) Left a suicide note: 
Plus 20 other specific questions 

• Easier to import electronically 
• Requires more detailed database 
• Abstractor may stili need to code 

• Simpler database structure 
• Abstractor must extract and code 
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The Bottom Line 

• Store as much data electronically as possible 
in databases and/or documents 

• Provide as much data as possible to the VDRS 
in electronic format 

This allows the abstractor to: 
a) Avoid fumbling through paper records 
b) Work from a distance, if needed 
c) Apply the appropriate data codes 
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What's Next? 

• Who Knows? 
• The DRAFT is in CDC's hands 
• They probably won't like some of it 
• It likely will be edited and revised 
• So, let's wait to see what happens next! 

21 

7/23/2014 

11 


