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The Bad News Bearers: 

The Most Difficult Assignment in Law Enforcement 
By Emil Moldovan 

 
Abstract 

 

Death notification is a tough job.  The telling of someone‟s passing is fraught with complications for both 

the recipient and the messenger. A review of the literature dealing with death notification indicates that 

regardless of who carries the message, training, experience and delivery style are critical to the grieving 

process and emotional well being of the recipients. Survivors can remember the delivery of the news well 

beyond the process of adjusting to the loss of a loved one. Messengers can help mitigate the news by 

planning, using carefully chosen words and an empathetically crafted style of delivery. 

 

Law enforcement officers, medicolegal death investigators, doctors, nurses, paramedics, social workers 

and religious figures are called upon to make death notifications as part of their professional duties. This 

Discovery Guide discusses some facets of death notification and describes procedures and practices rec-

ommended for conveyance of a death notice. It describes some of the difficulties faced by professionals 

who deal in life and death issues, as well as how some have minimal training and experience, limiting 

them in this important task. 
 

Introduction 

 

The Death Knell 

 

“For whom the bell tolls” is not 

only a line from a poem by 

John Donne and the title of a 

book by Ernest Hemingway, it 

is a method of delivering a 

death notification.  According 

to James and Mary Chrissman, 

writing in the Macmillan Ency-

clopedia of Death and Dying, 

the custom of ringing a bell to 

announce a death originated in 

Europe and became an Ameri-

can cultural trait in rural areas 

such as Appalachia. In Tudor 

England it was called a “passing bell” or “soul bell.” Ringing the bell with short pauses between 

rings indicated the age and provided clues for the listeners as to which villager died. 

 

Another method used to announce local deaths in the small American towns of the nineteenth 

and twentieth centuries, where no newspapers, telephones, or other means of fast conveyance 

existed, was to place a funeral notice in the window of a business. Passersby would read of the 

death and make arrangements to acknowledge the family‟s loss. (Crissman, 2002) 

 
Death, from the movie The Seventh Seal, 1957  
http://atheistmovies.b logspot.com/2007/09/seventh -seal -1957.html  
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Death notification in modern 

times is much more complex. 

People seldom die at home sur-

rounded by family and friends 

as in earlier times. The expan-

sion of populations to urban 

environments has changed the 

predominant death location 

from the family bedroom to the 

hospital emergency room, care 

home, sidewalk or highway. 

Family is seldom present at the 

time of passing, leaving the job 

of breaking the bad news to 

someone else. Death is often 

unexpected and receiving the 

news is emotionally upsetting 

and often traumatizing. 

(Goodrum, 2005).  

 

When a family member suddenly dies, people experience emotions ranging from sorrow and 

guilt to extreme rage. (Miller, 2008b) The expressions of grief can be internalized or directed 

outward towards the bearer of the bad news. The feelings can be exacerbated or assuaged simply 

by the words and demeanor of the person carrying the message. Survivors tell of remembering, 

in detail, events of the notification. They recall every word delivered, the tone and voice inflec-

tion, even years later. 

 

Those charged with the burden of bearing tragic news carry an awesome responsibility. They 

must be compassionate and yet remain detached from the emotions of the moment. According to 

Leash (1995), they must possess an understanding of the dynamics of the grieving process in or-

der to help healing begin and not contribute to a continued emotional burden for the recipients.  

Every death notification is different. The death notice of a terminally ill patient conveyed by a 

doctor in the hospital waiting room is different from one made at the home of an accident victim 

in the middle of the night. While both inform of the passing of a family member, each can have 

different and lasting effects on the survivors. The hospital death notification can meliorate bad 

news simply because of the surroundings. The nocturnal visit by the police can leave other im-

pressions. The mere presence of police on the doorstep, regardless of time of day, usually only 

means something terrible has happened, or is about to happen. The uniformed police officer car-

ries the connotation of arrest, incarceration, or in the least, citations, and possible court appear-

ance. The news of a death in the family may exacerbate negative images directed toward law en-

forcement officers from the public they are sworn to serve and protect. Regardless to whom the 

responsibility of delivering bad news falls, it is never easy and places stresses on all parties in the 

notification process. (Miller, 1995a) 

 

 
Students sign yearbooks in memory of a fallen classmate, Woodrow 

Wilson High School, Dallas, TX.  
Andy Scott, 2001 Knight -Ridder/Tribune News Service  
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The Messengers 
 

It was 3 a.m. and the ringing of the doorbell combined with a loud pounding on the front door 

gave reason for the awakened homeowner to be frightened. ñWhat the hell?ò was the first 

thought that crossed his mind as he slipped into his robe and walked the few paces to the door to 

learn what interrupted his sleep. He called out through the closed door, ñWho is it?ò  

ñPolice departmentò responded a voice on the other side. He opened the door and observed two 

uniformed police officers facing him, each standing to the side of the doorway. The officers held 

long black flashlights tucked under one armpit and one of them held an aluminum report case in 

one hand. The taller of the two officers spoke and asked if he was Mr. John Smith. ñYes,ò he re-

plied and the officer asked if they could step inside. Once inside the entryway Smith asked what 

this was all about. ñMr. Smith,ò the officer began, ñIôm afraid I have some terrible news for you. 

Your daughter, Lisa, was involved in a traffic accident this evening on Old Route 11.  Iôm sorry 

to have to tell you this but she died as a result of her injuries.ò
1
 

 

The scenario described above occurs frequently throughout the country. Almost daily, police ar-

rive at someone‟s home to inform them of the death of a relative, either from a traffic accident, 

homicide, or some other unforeseen event. There can be no more devastating news than the un-

expected death of a loved one.  

 

Approximately 2.4 million people die in the 

United States every year and it is often the 

police who are relegated the task of making 

the death notification. (National Vital 

Statistics Report, 2002) Learning of the sud-

den and unexpected death of a family member 

leaves an indelible mark on the person re-

ceiving the news. The words or phrases used, 

the characteristics of the person delivering the 

news, the physical settings where the news is 

delivered all comprise painful memories of the 

loss that are never forgotten. (Stewart, 1999) 

 

Other professionals, besides the police, are 

called upon to make death notifications. Who 

makes the notification may depend on circum-

stances and location. For example, many 

deaths occur in hospitals resulting from terminal illness, advanced age, surgical complications, 

trauma due to accidents, homicides, or any number of other causes.  In all events, someone has to 

break the news to the next of kin or other family members.  If family is present, it may fall upon 

the treating doctor, nurse, hospital chaplain or social worker to tell the family of the death. 

                                                 
1
 This scenario is factitious and does not depict any actual event. The names used were picked at random by the 

author and are meant to be generic and not intended to identify any actual person. 

 
Civil War death notification from Captain Parson to 
Sarah Brown  
http://www.footnote.com/spotlight/6905/civil_war_deat
h_notification/  
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(Leash, 1994) If family is not present, efforts must be made to either bring them to the hospital, 

or send someone to the residence.  

 

In studies conducted by R. Maroni Leash, 

when families were asked whom they pre-

ferred to provide the death notification, the 

unanimous first choice was the physician. 

However, another study by Jones and But-

tery (1981) on emergency room death 

situations, discovered that families pre-

ferred the notifier to be a nurse because of 

the perception of nurses‟ compassionate 

nature. (Leash, 1994; Jones & Buttery, 

1981) 

 

When deaths occur in locations other than 

hospitals, the notification task is usually 

relegated to law enforcement officers. 

Some death notifications are mandated by 

state or local ordinance. In California, for example, a state statute requires that the responsibility 

for locating the next of kin and making the death notification belongs to the Medical Exam-

iner/Coroner when a death comes under his or her jurisdiction. (California Government Code, 

Section 27471a.)  Some state laws mandate that law enforcement make a death notification re-

gardless of the involvement of the Medical Examiner/Coroner. (e.g. Texas Code sections 49 and 

49.25) If the death occurs at home and emergency medical response technicians or paramedics 

are summoned, they may have to make the death pronouncement and notification. However, 

there is no national standard on who delivers the devastating news of the passing of a loved one. 

(Leash, 1994) 

 

Death notifications consequences, such as stress, grief, mourning, as well as economic and cul-

tural differences are seldom considered when assigning personnel. Yet, all of these, and more, 

come into play. Personnel sent to inform someone of a death should have some understanding of 

the emotional turmoil that occurs, so their participation helps rather than hinders the process of 

dealing with such devastating news. According to Douglas Page, “Death notification is consid-

ered by police officers to be the least desirable job they have. It is also the one for which they are 

the least trained.” (Page, 2008) 

 

Leash found that most families are reluctant to have law enforcement officers provide notifica-

tion, stemming from a view of the police as “enforcers” and authority figures. Leash also found 

that police officers are seen as less sensitive to grief or need to suppress emotions to properly 

discharge their duties.  They often deliver the news with “dispatch and professional detachment.” 

He recommended other professionals, such as chaplains, social workers, family members or reli-

gious figures accompany the officers to help with the notification. (Leash, 1994) 

 
Death notification role playing as part of physician training  
http://www.ohsu.edu/xd/education/continuing -
education/center - for -ethics/ethics -outreach/outreach -
programs/death -noti fication - role -play.cfm  
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Alan Stewart (2001) reported on a survey of 245 death notifiers. The survey assessed the benefits 

the notifiers received by attending a death notification seminar developed by Mothers Against 

Drunk Driving. According to Stewart, forty one percent of the notifiers had received neither 

classroom training nor experiential training in death notification before the seminar. Respondents 

reported needs for education that included (1) specific detail on how to deliver a notification, (2) 

how to manage survivor reactions, and (3) how to manage their own emotional reactions. Stewart 

found that fifty-five percent (n=239) of police officers indicated they received no classroom 

training in death notification. Twenty-six percent reported minimal death notification training 

while eight percent stated they received other minor training on death notification following the 

initial academy training. In addition, forty-nine percent reported they received no prior experien-

tial training in death notification while seventeen percent attended an in-service training session. 

A full forty-one percent reported receiving neither classroom nor experiential education in death 

notification. (Stewart A. E., 2001) 

 

Stewart documented a few poorly delivered death notifications by law enforcement officers. In 

one such notification a police officer taped a yellow sticky note to the family‟s front door telling 

them to call the morgue because their daughter had been killed. Also cited were families who 

frequently received death notifications over the telephone. In one such telephone delivery, a fa-

ther suffered a heart attack and subsequently died following the notification from a medical ex-

aminer‟s employee seeking dental records for his son who had died in a vehicle fire. An Omaha, 

Nebraska Police officer was fired after leaving a death notification on a family‟s answering ma-

chine. 

 

Researchers identify limited training and a lack of firm policy accounts for much of the difficulty 

faced by law enforcement officers when making death notifications. (Miller, 2008a, 1995, Page, 

2008, Stewart et al, 2001) 

 

Law Enforcement Notifications 

 

Police agencies, like the military, often have a manual of operations with protocols describing 

procedures for making a death notification. Police academies contain at least one training module 

on the subject. Unfortunately, it is generally limited to the very basics of notification – that is, 

always go in pairs, never give a death notification over the telephone, make certain that the right 

information is given to the correct next of kin, etc. Topics are covered in an hour or two and then 

never approached with any further training. The usual method of field training is to accompany 

another officer with experience in death notifications and copy his or her technique. 

 

Because law enforcement officers seldom have advanced training regarding death notifications, 

some may question why police are selected for this important function. According to D.B. Clark 

(1981), some reasons are that police become involved with almost every family who experiences 

the death of its members, and they are the only community agency able to offer assistance im-

mediately after a death has occurred. Clark adds that traditionally the police department is both 

an investigative and a reporting agency in cases of homicide, suicide and accidental deaths. 

(Clark, 1981) According to Dr. Lawrence Miller (1995), many police officers carry out their du-



 

 Moldovan: Bad News Bearers 

 

 
ProQuest Discovery Guides 
http://www.csa.com/discoveryguides/discoveryguides-main.php Released May 2009 

6 

 

ties and responsibilities with dedication and valor, but 

some stresses are too much to take. Perhaps a compli-

cated death notification that requires spending time with 

families who openly display crying and hysteria may be 

more than inexperienced officers can handle.  

 

Aside from the daily stresses of patrol, higher-ranking 

officers, such as homicide detectives involved in the in-

vestigation of particularly brutal crimes, experience 

other pressures.  Often the manners of death (homicide, 

suicide, accident) present inherent difficulties for police 

officers making a death notification. Homicides notifi-

cations are especially difficult and often dangerous to 

the police officers. Miller (1995) notes that “the pain of 

homicide bereavement is described by most survivors as 

intense, persistent, and inescapable, and the cruel and 

purposeful nature of murder compounds the rage, grief, 

and despair of the survivors.” Many police officers and 

even some clinicians feel uncomfortable dealing with 

crime victim‟s on-scene, partly as a result of individual 

personality and partly due to lack of training. (Miller, 

1995)  

 

Police officers who patrol low-income neighborhoods, 

or those where minorities may have a predisposition to 

distrust or dislike police, may face difficulties in making death notifications. In some cases, dis-

trust of the police prevents the officers from making contact with family, even when someone is 

home when the police knock. Language barriers and foreign customs can also present obstacles 

to a proper death notification. Becoming knowledgeable of how local residents deal with death 

may facilitate a better understanding of reactions during difficult death notification. 

 

Few empirical studies have explored the grieving process among different ethnic groups within 

the United States and very little is known about how African Americans and Caucasians may 

differ in their experience of loss. (Laurie, 2008) Police officers without training on cultural be-

havior to severe grief reactions, physical complications, or other forms of grieving that are not 

within their experience levels, could over-react or under-react. 

 

Assigning a police officer to make a death notification may depend on the circumstances of the 

death. A homicide usually requires that the investigating homicide detectives respond to the resi-

dence of the victim, if only to interview and eliminate family members as suspects. Homicide 

detectives would have the most knowledge concerning the death and can make important deci-

sions as to how much information they can release during the death notification. If someone 

other than the homicide detective makes the death notification, it is possible for the notifier to 

 
A police officer makes a death notification  
Associated Press  
http://www.policeone.com/health -
fitness/articles/1267704 -The-worst -
possible -news -Death -notification -and -
body - identification - for - law -enforcement -
officers/  
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provided critical crime scene information to a suspect, potentially allowing them to avoid appre-

hension. 

 

In some situations, particularly when the notification is requested by another agency, the assign-

ment is usually given to low-seniority or less experienced officers. The assignment may be to the 

first available patrol officer, or the most junior person may wind up with the task.  In many 

cases, the notifying officers may never have been involved in a previous death notification. 

Aside from the academy classroom training, there is little to prepare the officer for what may be 

a very difficult emotional experience. Notifying family members that a loved one has died can be 

stressful, even for professionals, such as medical clinicians, who deal with life and death issues. 

(Nardi, 2006) Making a death notification for a suicide or accident victim can present additional 

problems for police officers. Suicide and accident deaths, especially where juveniles are in-

volved, may be especially trying due to the nature of the death and the guilt often felt by the sur-

vivors. According to Miller (2008), “the fact of a victim‟s death may signify that the professional 

has „failed‟ to protect their charge.” Frequently notifiers experience difficulty in handling their 

own emotions when confronted with a volatile and protracted grief involving family members. 

Miller (1995) points out that police officers generally carry out their sworn duties and responsi-

bilities with dedication and valor, but some stresses are too much for them to take and every offi-

cer has a breaking point. In many situations, outside assistance from an experienced professional 

such as a chaplain can support both the bearer of the news as well as the recipients. 

 

Many police departments have police chaplains available to help make notifications. The Inter-

national Conference of Police Chaplains (IPC) estimates 65 to 70 percent of all departments, in-

cluding large urban agencies, now have chaplains assigned to them. Police chaplains are trained 

to deal with death notifications and are emotionally equipped to handle the stress of emotionally 

charged family crisis.  (Page, 2008)  

 

Grief, Mourning and Bereavement 

 

To understand the difficulties of making death notifications, knowledge of grief, mourning and 

bereavement is necessary. DeSpelder and Strickland define these as follows: Grief is the reaction 

to a loss. It encompasses thoughts and feelings, as well as physical, behavioral and spiritual re-

sponses. Mourning is the process by which a bereaved person integrates the loss into his or her 

ongoing life. Bereavement is simply the objective event of loss. According to 

DeSpelder…”bereavement comes from the root word meaning „shorn off or torn up‟ thus con-

veying the feeling of something precious being suddenly yanked away by a disruptive force.” 

(DeSpelder, 2002) 
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The shock of learning of a 

family member‟s death can 

have serious implications. It is 

well documented that survivors 

can experience symptoms 

similar to Post Traumatic 

Stress Disorder (PTSD) fol-

lowing notification of an unex-

pected death. (Janzen, 2003; 

Miller, 2008b; Murphy, 1999; 

Sewell, 1993) According to 

Goodrum (2005) “the range of 

emotional reactions that be-

reaved victims experience fol-

lowing the notification and the 

strategies they use to cope with 

the notification can contribute 

to the length of the grieving 

process. (Goodrum, 2005)  

 

The five stages of dealing with death identified by Dr. Elizabeth Kubler-Ross, based on case 

studies with terminal patients, are Denial, Anger, Bargaining, Depression and Acceptance. 

Similar emotions are experienced by someone informed of the death of a loved one. As Dr. 

Kubler-Ross explained, not everyone experiences each stage, and the experience is not in any 

specific order. (Kubler-Ross, 1969) 

  

Dr. Margaret Epperson identified six stages experienced by people in sudden crisis after being 

notified of the unexpected death of a loved one. She used the definition by Dr. Erich Lindemann 

of sudden crisis as “an upset in a steady state.” Epperson‟s model included High Anxiety as a first 

stage, and substituted Reconciliation for Acceptance as the final stage. (Epperson, 1977). 

Epperson found that high anxiety is the first reaction to an unexpected loss families experience 

following notification of a death. It is characterized by signs of agitation, possibly a high-pitched 

voice, fainting, nausea and other typical signs of stress. Reconciliation is usually the last to oc-

cur. According to Epperson, “reconciliation is used because it differs from acceptance in that it 

connotes a „bringing together‟ or „harmony‟ in all that has taken place following the death notifi-

cation. (Epperson, 1977) 

 

The physiology of grief response differs greatly from person to person. Depending on the many 

factors involved in the death, stress placed on survivors can vary in intensity and expression. 

Knowledge and understanding of grief responses can help notifiers avoid misunderstanding re-

actions expressed by survivors and family members. Law enforcement officers with better train-

ing could help grieving families work through the initial notification process and leave the survi-

vors with feelings of emotional support. A hurried exit from the emotionally-charged grieving 

scene could do the opposite.  

 
The brothers  and sisters of Palestinian boys after they were told about 
their brother's death, Gaza Strip, Israel/Palestine  
Abdelrahman Al -khateeb, 2001 United Press International  
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R. Maroni Leash identifies some common grief responses to death notification. His models in-

clude: 

 

Holistic Grief ï Individuals gather together and openly express their grief, often allowing others 

who are present to join them. 

Action-oriented Grief ï This response is characterized by rapid movement toward organization 

and activity. 

Inordinately Calm Response ï This response usually represents a mild degree of denial. It 

might appear that the person receiving the news either didn‟t hear or did not understand the mes-

sage of death. 

Emotional Withdrawal - The recipient may place barriers to communication and interaction 

and turn inward, circumventing some or all of the elements of discussion. 

Extreme Guilt ï Survivors routinely make statements such as “I shouldn‟t have let him leave,” 

or “I should have been there.” 

Situation Blaming ï This is a common response and is quite sensitive to environmental influ-

ences and circumstance. Blame is attached to the circumstances that placed the decedent in posi-

tion to die (i.e. “I shouldn‟t have loaned him my car,” or “I never should have let her go out last 

night!”) 

 

Anger and aggression often occurs in many notification situations. According to Van Bloch in a 

study of hospital emergency room deaths, “hostility or rage directed toward the hospital and staff 

is not uncommon; in fact, anticipation of such response may lessen the likelihood of a defensive 

reaction by Emergency Department Personnel.” Bloch also noted that the normal grief reaction 

usually determined by cultural and sub cultural mores ranges from overtly expressed emotion to 

quiet stoicism. (Von Bloch, 1996) 

 

Anger is closely associated with the blaming response, according to Leash. One important differ-

ence between anger and the blaming response is that the recipient can direct his or her anger at 

the messenger while blame is usually placed on the decedent, the circumstances or the recipient. 

Exhibitions of anger may include the throwing and breaking of objects and assaulting the closest 

object or person available – the messenger. (Leash, 1994) 

 

Knowledge of grief responses is important, if not absolutely necessary. Training and experience 

in grief response and reaction can significantly affect the outcome. Reaction to notifications can 

range from a normal response with short recovery period, to a pathological grief response re-

quiring a long recovery period, lasting years, and the possible need of psychological treatment. 

(Miller, 2008b) The words or phrases that were used to give bad news;, the characteristics of the 

person who performed the notification (e.g. physician, police officer, Medicolegal Death Investi-

gator), the physical setting (e.g. home, hospital, coroner‟s office, patrol car) in which the notifi-

cation occurred, among other aspects, may all comprise painful memories of the loss that are 

never forgotten. (Stewart, 1999) 
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Thomas C. Nardi (et all) recommended the acronym PEWTER as a model for death notification. 

PEWTER stands for: 

 

P – Prepare 

E ï Evaluate 

W ï Warn 

T ï Tell 

E - Emotional Response 

R ï Regrouping  

 

According to Nardi, the communication of bad news begins with the helper (notifier) being pre-

pared educationally, psychologically, physically and spiritually. (Nardi, 2006) Loboprabhu 

(2007) recommended a problem-solving form of notification. She summarized her model with 

the acronym TALK. 

 

T ï Think before you speak 

A ï Avoid unnecessary burden to the family by addressing only those issues that need to 

be dealt with at the present. 

L ï Listen (and look) for problems that might not be immediately apparent, such as sup-

pressed grief or rage in a too-quiet family member, a distraught but silent family member 

in another part of the house, or signs of danger to the notifier. 

K ï Know what to say now versus later. 

 

Prior to a notification attempt, some knowledge of the victim‟s family reaction patterns to 

trauma, especially its legal aftermath, can be helpful in avoiding future conflicts for the family 

and the messengers. 

 

Miller identified five types of family reactions when faced with the trauma of a death notifica-

tion. They are: 

 

1.  The Contemptuous Family – They cope with adversity by getting upset, berating and 

blaming each other and denying the existence of problems. 

2. The Brittle Family – Members are reluctant to depend on one another for support and 

understanding. 

3. The Hierarchical Family – This family functions with a sense of internal unity and pur-

pose but with little flexibility in roles and responsibilities. 

4. The Enduring Family – This family relies on faith, typically, religious faith to deal with 

tragedy. 

5. The Functional Family – When faced with trauma, this family supports and bolsters more 

severely affected family members while working harmoniously to afford support and 

caring to one another. (Miller, 2008a) 
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Correct Notification Procedures 

 

The Office of the Attorney General for the State of Iowa, in cooperation with the Office of 

the Chief Medical Examiner and the National Association of Medical Examiners (N.A.M.E.), 

produced “In Person, In Time ï Recommended Procedures for Death Notification.ò(1992)   

Many law enforcement agencies as well as Medical Examiners and Coroners throughout the 

country, adopted this manual as the model for making death notifications. The basic proce-

dures identified are: 

 

In Person  

 

1.  Always make death notification in person – Never by 

telephone. 

2. Arrange notification in person, even if the survivor 

lives far away. 

3. Never take a death notification over the police radio. 

In Time ï and with certainty 

 

1.  Provide notification as soon as possible. 

2. Be absolutely certain, first, of the positive identification 

of the victim. 

3. Notify the next-of-kin and others who live in the same household, including 

roommates and unmarried partners. 

In Pairs 

 

1.  Always try to have two people present to make the notification. 

2. Ideally, the person would be a law enforcement officer, in uniform, and the 

medical examiner or other civilian such as a chaplain, victim service coun-

selor, family doctor, clergy person, or a close friend. 

3. It is important to have two notifiers. Survivors may experience severe emo-

tional or physical reactions. 

4. Take two separate vehicles. 

5. Plan the notification procedure. Before they arrive, the notifier team should 

decide who will speak, what will be said and how much can be said. 

In Plain Language 

 
Canadian police 
officer  
http://www.cpkn.ca/
course_detail/death
_notification_e.html  
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1.  Notifiers should clearly identify themselves, present their credentials and ask 

to enter. Do Not Make Notification On The Doorstep. 

2. Relate the message directly and in plain language. Phrases such as “Sally was 

lost.” or “passed away” may cause confusion as the recipient may not under-

stand the finality of the death and may think the victim is still alive, thereby 

suffering twice unnecessarily. 

3. Call the victim by name, rather than “the body.” 

With Compassion 

 

1.  Remember, your presence and compassion are the most important resources 

you bring to the death notification. 

2. Accept the survivor‟s emotions and your own. It is better to let a tear fall than 
to appear cold and unfeeling. 

3. Never try to talk the survivors out of their grief. 

4. Be careful not to impose your own religious beliefs. Many survivors have re-

ported later that statements like: “It was Gods will” or “She led a full life” or 

“I understand what you are going through” are not helpful. 

5. Take time to provide information, support and direction. Never simply notify 

and leave.  

6. Do not take a victim‟s personal items with you at the time of notification. 

Police academy training includes a module for death notification. For example, the Connecticut 

Police Officer Standards and Training Council publishes a manual dealing with death investiga-

tion that in most cases parallels the policy depicted in “In Pairs, In Time” mentioned above. 

Connecticut also mandates that each police department, agency, or individual be required to 

adopt a policy based on the manual of death notification. (Connecticut Police Officer Standard 

and Training Council , 2008) A review of a sampling of various large police training facilities 

(California Department of Corrections and Rehabilitations, Virginia State Police and Yolo 

County, California Sheriff‟s Department), shows that at least one hour of training on death noti-

fication is offered at the Police Academy level. This limited training barely covers information 

needed to make a proper death notification. Little time, if any, is devoted to response to the noti-

fication officers might experience, leaving them exposed to a variety of reactions they could be 

unprepared to handle. 
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Military Notifications 

 

The United States military has a great deal of ex-

perience in making death notifications, largely be-

cause of the numbers of fatalities incurred during 

the Viet Nam and Gulf wars. During WWII and the 

Korean military action, death notifications were 

made by telegram. Today, the military trains Casu-

alty Notification Officers (CNO) to respond to fam-

ily residences and make a personal notification of 

the death of a service member. The Army manual 

produced by the United State Army Signal Center, 

Fort Gordon, Georgia is an excellent example of the 

training received by military personnel. 

 

The manual states in part: 

 

a.  The Next of Kin will be notified promptly 

in an appropriate dignified and understanding manner by a uniformed service representa-

tive. He/she will wear the Class “A” uniform and present a soldierly appearance when 

making notification. 

b.  The Army‟s policy is to make personal notification to the primary next of kin and secon-

dary next of kin of the deceased soldier within four hours after learning of the death. No-

tification should take place from 0600 to 2200 (6:00 a.m. to 10:00 p.m.) local time unless 

otherwise directed. The time limits established for notification may have to be adjusted 

due to distance involved or other conditions, such as adverse weather. All attempts will 

be made to notify the primary next of kin first, if efforts to contact the primary next of kin 

are unsuccessful, then the policy recommends that the CNO contact the Casualty Area 

Command (CAC), immediately for guidance. (United States Army Signal Center, Fort 

Gordon, Ga, 2002)  

Even with years of experience and formal training, specialty units making a death notification 

have difficulties and receive numerous complaints from surviving family members. Lizette Alva-

rez, writing in the New York Times stated, “Scores of families whose loved ones have died 

fighting in Iraq and Afghanistan have gone head-to-head with a casualty system that, in their ex-

perience, has failed to compassionately and competently guide them through the harrowing proc-

ess that begins after a soldier‟s death.” Some of the complaints include casualty assistant officers 

who are poorly trained and cannot walk them through the labyrinth of their anguish. In one in-

stance, the refusal of the CNO to allow a father to view his son‟s remains led to a major con-

frontation between the family, the military and the Officer making the notification. The family 

later learned they had a perfect right to view their son‟s remains prior to burial and the entire in-

cident could have been prevented. Families also raised concerns that their questions as to how 

 
U.S. Marine Corps unit responsible for death 
notification, Orlando, FL  
The Orlando Sentinel/KRT  
http://media.www.westerncourier.com/media/sto
rage/paper650/news/2005/03/21/News/Death.N
otification.A.Dreaded.Duty -898673.shtml  
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their loved ones died were not addressed and answered for months following the death notifica-

tion. (Alvarez, 2006) 

 

The military takes extraordinary efforts to train their Casualty Notification Officers in the proper 

procedures for notifying families of deceased servicemen and women. USA Today reported on a 

new training film showing the difficulties that await the soldiers who had to make that fateful 

knock on the door to inform families of a military death. The film intersperses professional ac-

tors with documentary-like interviews of soldiers who have performed casualty notification. It 

depicts events showing potential reactions from survivors in an effort to expose the CNO‟s to 

situations that may arise. In one scene an actress portraying the wife of a fictional soldier sits on 

a living room couch clutching a pillow and shaking her head violently at the news of his death. 

The film then cuts to an interview where Army Chaplain Ed Grimenstein warns of what soldiers 

might expect during notification. Even with these efforts to get the job done right, numerous 

documented incidents demonstrate how easily the messenger can make errors of judgment in 

dealing with families during a death notification. (Zoroya, 2006) 

 

Case History ï The O.J. Simpson/Louis and Juditha Brown/Ronald Goldmanô Family 

Notifications 

 

In their book on the O.J. Simpson case, Evidence dismissed ï The 

Inside Story of the Police Investigation of O.J. Simpson, Los 

Angeles police homicide detectives, Tom Lang and Phillip Van-

natter describe the notifications they made on June 13, 1994 fol-

lowing the discovery of the murders of Nicole Brown Simpson and 

Ronald Goldman. The detectives wrote they were ordered to re-

spond to the residence of O.J. Simpson during the early morning 

hours to make a personal notification and have Mr. Simpson take 

custody of his two children, who had been removed to the local 

police station while the crime scene was being processed. Upon 

their arrival at the residence, they failed to get a response to their 

ringing from the front gate. After observing additional blood evi-

dence at this scene, the four detectives (Tom Lang, Phillip Van-

natter, Ron Phillips and Mark Fuhrman) decided to enter the resi-

dence by scaling the locked front gate to check on Simpson‟s wel-

fare. Once inside the grounds, they located Simpson‟s daughter, 

Arnelle Simpson, who resided in one of the guest houses. The de-

tectives learned that Simpson was in Chicago, having flown the 

previous evening from Los Angeles. Detective Ron Phillips ob-

tained the telephone number of the hotel where Simpson was 

staying and called his room, informing him of Nicole‟s murder. At 

approximately 6:21 a.m. that morning, detective Tom Lang called the residence of Louis and 

Juditha Brown and made the death notification over the telephone. Since O.J. Simpson and 

Nicole Brown Simpson were legally divorced, Nicole‟s parents were the primary next of kin who 

would make critical decisions pertaining to property and funeral arrangements, and should have 

 
Nicole Brown Simpson in 1993  
http://www.nydailynews.com/g
ossip/rush_molloy/2007/11/16/
2007 -11 -
16_nicole_brown_simpsons_unt
old_story.html  
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received the first notification. The logic Detective Lang used for making a telephone notification 

instead of sending a police officer (or one of the four homicide detectives present at the scene) to 

their home was his concern that they might learn of the death via radio or television coverage 

due to extensive media presence at the crime scene. By 6:30 a.m. the morning of June 13
th

, noti-

fication via telephone was made to the Brown family. Ron Goldman‟s family was not notified 

until much later in the day. 

 

Generally, no official death notification should be made to the next of kin, or other family or 

friends, until the identity of the victim is fully confirmed. There have been numerous incidents 

documented where the identity of a person was assumed, only to discover later that the buried 

body was misidentified.
2
 

 

Lang and Vannatter noted in their book that they returned later that same morning to the crime 

scene where the bodies of Brown and Goldman were located. The coroner‟s investigator, Clau-

dine Ratcliffe, arrived around 9:10 a.m. and together they walked through the crime scene. When 

they located Nicole Brown‟s purse in her bedroom, they found her driver‟s license and U.S. 

passport and made the “official” identification. Lang and Vannatter did not confirm Nicole‟s 

identify before making the death notification to the Brown family and O.J. Simpson. 

 

Ron Goldman was identified by the coroner investigator, Claudine Ratcliffe, when she examined 

Goldman‟s body at the scene and compared his facial features to the driver‟s license found in his 

wallet. Lane and Vannatter correctly noted “According to California law… only authorized per-

sonnel from the county coroner‟s office may touch or move a body at a crime scene.” (California 

Government Code Section 27491) Lang and Vannatter wrote “because a coroner‟s investigator 

has identified him, a member of the coroner‟s staff will make the death identification to Gold-

man‟s family.”
3
 Claudine Ratcliffe notified Fred Goldman, Ron‟s father, by telephone at 5:25 

p.m. the afternoon of June 13
th

. 

 

There are several interesting conclusions to the notification events described in, Evidence Dis-

missed. One of the most controversial issues arising out of the police investigation was the re-

sponse by the four detectives to the residence of O.J. Simpson the morning of June 13
th

. Had 

                                                 
2
 A van carrying Taylor University students was involved in a traffic accident resulting in four student deaths 

near Upland, Indiana. Scattered personal belongings at the scene, combined with similar facial appearance, resulted 

in confusing identities of two female students. One girl died at the scene and the other lapsed into a prolonged coma. 

Misidentification was made when the purse of the deceased girl was transported to the hospital with the surviving 

student. The family of the surviving victim was informed their daughter died in the accident while the family of the 

decedent was incorrectly left with expectations their daughter would survive.  The error wasn‟t discovered until the 

surviving victim awoke from her coma.  The deceased girl‟s parents sat by the bedside of the surviving victim for 

five weeks, believing it was their daughter. (Kim, 2006) 
 

3
 California Government Code Section 27471(a) specifically gives the responsibility to the Medical 

Examiner/Coroner to locate and notify surviving family when the death comes under their jurisdiction. However, the 

assignment is often assumed by the police, with the MEs approval, when there are important issues such as a 

homicide investigation, and a police notification would be more appropriate to protect evidence and information.  



 

 Moldovan: Bad News Bearers 

 

 
ProQuest Discovery Guides 
http://www.csa.com/discoveryguides/discoveryguides-main.php Released May 2009 

16 

 

they followed standard procedures and waited until the coroner‟s investigator arrived to make 

positive identification before making a notification attempt, they might have avoided the huge 

controversy raised by their scaling the wall which tainted their credibility and gave credence to 

the defense‟s suggestion that they possibly planted evidence. The detective‟s concern to notify 

the Brown family to preclude their learning of the death via the broadcast media was not ex-

tended to the Goldman family. And lastly, almost all accepted protocols in death notification 

recommend making a telephone notification only as a last resort when there are no other options. 

(Leash, 1994) Since both the Brown and Goldman families were within easy driving distance of 

the crime and, because the bodies were discovered in the late evening of the previous day, there 

was sufficient time to have the coroner respond, make identifications, and send personnel to the 

respective homes of the victims to make a personal notification. The Brown and Goldman fami-

lies spoke of the notification during the months following the trial of O.J. Simpson. In each case, 

they felt their notification was less than professional in the manner in which they received word 

of the deaths of their family members. When the Brown family was called the morning of June 

13
th
, Detective Tom Lang said Lou Brown answered the initial call but Nicole‟s sister, Denise 

Brown, picked up an extension and overheard the notification to her father. She immediately be-

gan screaming into the phone that “O.J. did it! O.J. killed her!” Lang said he heard a “growing 

wave of wailing female voices in the background” as he tried to converse with Lou Brown and 

answer his questions. Fred Goldman complained of the time lapse in his notification that his son 

was killed the previous evening. 

 

Medicolegal Death Investigator Notification 

 

Medicolegal Death Investigators are 

referred to by different names (See 

ProQuest Discovery Guide Medicole-

gal Death Investigations ï An Evolu-

tion in Crime Scene Investigations 

Relating to Unexpected Deaths, Sep-

tember, 2008.) They are called Deputy 

Medical Examiners, Deputy Coroners, 

Coroner‟s Investigators, Death Inves-

tigators and sometimes, forensic in-

vestigators. Many are affiliated with 

county Sheriff‟s offices, as the Sheriff 

is the designated County Coroner in 

many parts of the country. Others are 

affiliated with the Medical Examiner‟s 

office or with that of an elected coro-

ner of a county. By whatever designa-

tion, they are involved in investigating the death of persons within their jurisdiction and most are 

responsible for locating the families of decedents and making a death notification. 

 

 
An earthquake survivor cries as she tells rescue workers to try to 
locate her family, Beichuan, China  
Mark Ralston, 2008 AFP/Getty Images  
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MDIs usually handle death notifications as a result of their investigations into the manner and 

cause of death. Many areas of the country mandate them by statute to make the death notification 

(California Government Code 27471a).  Due to limited staff and training opportunities, some 

states exempted them by statute from making a death notification (e.g. Texas TX 49 & 49.25). 

 

In February 2009, an online, nationwide survey was conducted of members belonging to the 

American Board of Medicolegal Death Investigators (ABMDI). The survey asked how many 

agencies were involved in making death notifications and to identify differences in protocols, 

training and experience.
4
 A ten question questionnaire was sent by E-mail to each member, re-

questing information about the agency‟s protocols in making death notifications. Of the agencies 

responding to the question of who is responsible for making death notifications in their jurisdic-

tion, 47% (n=9) responded that the Medical Examiner/Coroner held that responsibility, 37% 

(n=7) responded that law enforcement held that responsibility, and 16% (n=3) responded that 

both held the responsibility in common. 

 

Five agencies, including one in Canada, reported that the notification procedure was mandated 

by state statute. One agency responded that policy of the Office of the Chief Medical Examiner 

mandated that law enforcement make the notification. Seven agencies reported there was neither 

a statute nor a policy dictating their procedures and it was left to the individuals investigating the 

death to determine the procedures for making a notification (n=11). Forty-two percent stated 

their policy manuals gave acceptable procedures for making notifications. The following results 

were reported to the question about making a death notification in person: 47% stated that they 

were required to do so (n=9) and 52% reported that making an in-person notification was not 

required. Of those responding that an in-person notification was mandated, only 16% reported 

that they required at least two persons to make the notification (n-3), 37% responded that a law 

enforcement officer was required when making a death notification (n=7), and 10% responded 

that either one or two persons could make a notification attempt (n=<2). To the question of noti-

fying via telephones, 47% responded that they routinely made telephone notifications to families 

(n=9), 37% reported that they did not make routine telephone notifications (n=9) and 16% did 

not respond (n=3). The standout agency for this question was Hawaii, which responded that all 

their notifications were by telephone due to staff shortages and distances from island to island. 

Four responders stated that they used the services of a chaplain in making a death notification. 

One reported the use of chaplains in at least 60% of their notifications, two stated they used 

chaplains at least 50% of the time and one reported using a chaplain for between 5% and 10% of 

their notifications. Only one reported use of a chaplain in 90% of their notifications. 

 

Many responders stated that the only training received for making a death notification was either 

a short module during an academy training period or accompaniment of more experienced in-

vestigators and observation during their initial training phase. Only a few responders reported 

additional training in death notification procedures as a continued education requirement. 

 

                                                 
4
 The survey was conducted via E-mail request sent to the ABMDI-List of members belonging to ABMDI. A 

questionnaire containing 10 questions concerning specific agency policy and procedures was submitted. Nineteen 

agencies responded to the questionnaire.  
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Coroners and Medical Examiners deal with death notifications on a regular basis due to their in-

volvement in death investigations. While most law enforcement agencies reported having a man-

ual of operations dealing with death notification procedures, few of the AMBDI responders re-

ported having one. Training for both Medical Examiner/Coroner personnel and law enforcement 

officers appears to be limited to minimum modules offered during academy training with little, if 

any, follow-up training. Given the complexities identified by researchers into death notification 

affects on families and survivors, enhanced training would be a strong recommendation for the 

professionals in this field.  

 

Case History ï ñI thought to myself, heôs going to kill me!ò 

 

The investigator was finishing up the crime scene investigation and was planning on responding 

to the murder-suicide suspect‟s home to notify his family of the death. It was one of those boy-

friend/girlfriend love affairs gone bad. The victim was a young, early 20‟s African-American 

female who was shot to death in her bedroom by her African-American boyfriend. She was go-

ing to terminate their relationship and he had reacted with rage, producing a handgun, shooting 

her three times and then turning the gun on himself. 

 

While at the crime scene, the investigator interviewed two homicide detectives who provided her 

with background information obtained during their interviews with the woman‟s family prior to 

whisking them off to the police department for further interrogation. The investigator identified 

the male suspect at the scene by his driver‟s license photograph and obtained a home address for 

him. She planned to go to his house and attempt a death notification and asked the two detectives 

if they would accompany her.  The detectives agreed to follow her to the suspect‟s residence, 

located in a low income, high crime area, and standby while she made the notification and re-

turned personal property she had removed from the body prior to transporting it to the county 

morgue. 

 

The drive to the suspect‟s home was short, only a few city blocks from the crime scene. The de-

tectives parked their unmarked unit several houses down the street, away from their target house. 

The investigator drove an all-white vehicle, identified with the decal of the ME‟s office on each 

door and the words “In Emergency, Call 9-1-1” on the rear fenders of each side. There were 

emergency vehicle lights located in the rear window that allowed negotiating heavy traffic when 

responding to crime scenes.  It was clearly a government vehicle and would have immediately 

identified the driver as a county official.  

 

The house was located mid-block and had a black fence and gate blocking entry from the side-

walk. The gate gave entry to a small dirt-covered front yard leading to the main door located in 

the middle of the single story frame house. Street lights located along the traffic laden thorough-

fare gave little light to the residential area. The dimness cast an ominous cover over the evening 

and seemed to set the mood for the pending death notification. 

 

A knock on the door produced a middle-aged African-American woman who glared at the petite, 

pretty blond woman in the company of two large, Caucasian males. “What is it?” she asked, in a 
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tone that did not sound friendly. The investigator introduced herself as a representative of the 

Medical Examiner‟s office and the two males as police detectives. She confirmed that this was 

the home of the suspect and that his father, the next of kin was home. “What‟s happened?” asked 

the woman.  The investigator asked if they could step inside and the woman stepped back to al-

low them to enter. They entered the small living room and she immediately saw the man stand-

ing near the back of a dimly lit room. He was tall, thin and appeared middle-aged. The woman 

pointed to the male and said he was the suspect‟s father. Again she asked what this was all about. 

They suspected that their son had gotten himself in some kind of trouble. The father was stand-

ing approximately 8 or10 feet away from the investigator and never spoke. He had a glare that 

said “get the hell out of my house.”  The two detectives remained standing behind the investiga-

tor near the front door, which remained slightly ajar. As the investigator began to deliver the 

news, the step-mother moved to a small kitchen adjacent to the living room, allowing her to hear 

the conversation while attending to some food cooking on her stove. 

  

The investigator turned her attention towards the father and said “I‟m sorry to tell you, but I have 

some very bad news for you. Your son shot and killed his girlfriend this evening and then shot 

and killed himself.” For a moment she thought the father didn‟t hear her. He just stood there with 

the same expression on his face. Then his face seemed to change into a mask of hate. His eyes 

narrowed and he began to walk slowly towards the investigator. “I thought to myself, he‟s going 

to kill me.” she later said. The first thought that came to her was the detectives would shoot him 

if he killed her. No one except the father moved. She called to the woman in the kitchen, “you‟d 

better come in and see to your man” she said. Before the father approached closer, the woman 

entered the living room and the father stopped. Time was suspended for a few seconds. The 

situation was defused for the moment and the threat seemed to be over. The investigator took out 

her business card and gave it to the woman, letting her know that the remains were being taken 

to the county morgue for autopsy and would be released to the family once they selected a mor-

tuary. She explained the process could take up to three days but the family should make the nec-

essary arrangements as soon as they felt they could function. The investigator thought it best to 

take the personal property to the MEs office and release it to the family at a later time when 

emotions might be calmer. 

 

The response by this family to the investigator‟s attempted death notification is not unusual. 

Race, distrust of officials, (including police and other government representatives,) shock of 

hearing of the death of a family member and other social issues, as described in this article, af-

fect the death notification process. While few responders to the survey reported suffering per-

sonal attacks during a notification, many acknowledged concern of the possibility mandated law 

enforcement officers either make the notification, or accompany the MEs investigators during 

the attempt. 
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Conclusions 

 

Death notification is a difficult, unwelcome, 

although essential assignment. Survivors can 

suffer terrible and long-lasting grief 

following a poorly delivered and badly 

prepared death message. The loss of family 

members is traumatic to survivors. When the 

death results from a homicide, suicide or 

accident, grief can be amplified by the 

notification process. If the death involves a 

child, it could be the single most catastrophic 

event imaginable. (Janzen, 2003-2004) The 

process of aiding grieving family members 

begins from the moment they get the news of 

their loved one‟s death. All notifiers, whether 

from law enforcement, mental health, 

military, or private industry, should 

understand what they do or say in their brief 

encounter may well set the tone for the 

family‟s long-term ability to survive the or-

deal of losing a loved one. (Miller, 2008b) 

 

The messengers also can suffer from difficul-

ties in their emotional balance due to associa-

tive factors and continued exposure relating 

to their work assignments. Whether it is a 

law enforcement officer, medical clinician, chaplain, social worker or death investigator deliv-

ering the devastating news, it behooves the person to possess as much training, experience and 

empathy for the grieving family as possible. 

 

Unfortunately, research indicates that when death notification personnel are poorly trained, sur-

vivors as well as the bearers of the news may suffer consequences. The damage to the relation-

ship between families and the notifying agency can be manifested at later dates or during other 

encounters. It often leaves survivors with lingering unanswered questions relating to the deaths 

of their loved ones and contributes to emotional difficulties for future re-entry into a normal life-

style.  Recommendations for additional and more intensive training are indicated for law en-

forcement agencies, and others, who must carry the burden of being the bad news bearers. (Page, 

2008) 

 
  

 
A World War II Death Notification  
http://www.arlingtoncemetery.net/hgjohns.htm  
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