	Policy/Procedure Title
	Autopsy
	Manual Location
	Intranet

	Policy/Procedure #
	RI.01.05.01.21
	Effective
	08/1996
	Pages

	
	
	Revised
	08/2022
	Page 1 of 5

	Affected Departments
	Hendrick Medical Center Brownwood:  Medical Staff and Nursing

	Approved By
	Krista Baty
	Title
	CAO

	Approved By
	Deanna Belli, M.D.
	Title
	Chief of Staff

	Approved By 
	Joe Melson
	Title
	Chairman, Board of Trustees


PAGE  
5

PURPOSE:

1. To provide criteria of deaths which require notification of the Justice of the Peace.

2. To provide Medical Staff criteria for consideration of autopsy

3. Procedure for consent for autopsy.

GENERAL INFORMATION:

Autopsies are not performed at Hendrick Medical Center Brownwood.
If an autopsy is requested by the Justice of the Peace, the body will be sent to the Medical Examiners office as designated by the Justice of the Peace.

If an autopsy is requested by the family, the House Supervisor or his/her designee will assist the family in locating a coroner/medical examiner to perform the autopsy.

The family of the deceased is responsible for all financial arrangements in connection with the autopsy with the exception of those ordered by the Justice of the Peace.

CRITERIA FOR NOTIFICATION OF A JUSTICE OF THE PEACE

1. When a person dies in prison or jail;

2. When a person dies an unnatural death, except a legal execution;

3. When a body, or body part, is found and the circumstances of death are unknown

4. When circumstances of the death indicate the death may have been caused by unlawful means;

5. When a person commits suicide, or the circumstances suggest suicide;

6. When a person dies without having been attended by a physician.

7. When a child younger than six years old dies must be reported immediately to the Justice of the Peace unless the death was the result of a motor vehicle accident.

8. When a person dies while attended by a physician who is unable to certify the cause of death.

The Justice of the Peace will hold an inquest if the death is reported as "unexpected" or the result of abuse or neglect.

a. "Unexpected death" includes a death of a child that, before investigation:

(1) appears to have occurred without anticipation or forewarning and

(2) Was caused by trauma, suspicious or obscure circumstances, sudden infant death syndrome, abuse, neglect, or an unknown cause.
b. The Justice of the Peace will not hold an inquest if the child's death is expected and is due to a congenital or neoplastic disease.

c. A death caused by an infectious disease may be considered an "expected death if:

(1) the disease was not acquired as the result of trauma or poisoning

(2) the infectious organism is identified using standing medical procedures; and

(3) the death is not reportable as a communicable disease.

CRITERIA FOR AUTOPSY:
As required by the The Joint Commission Standards , the Medical Staff should attempt to secure autopsies in all deaths that meet certain criteria.  This must be documented on the medical record.  The Criteria that identify deaths in which an autopsy should be considered by the attending physician include, but are not limited to, the following:

1. Death where the cause is sufficiently obscure to delay completion of the death certificate.

2. Deaths in which autopsy may help to explain unknown and unanticipated medical complications to the attending physician.
AUTOPSIES THAT DO NOT REQUIRE CONSENT:

1. Autopsies ordered by the Justice of the Peace do not require family consent.

AUTOPSY REQUIRING A CONSENT:

1. The patient's physician must make the request for the autopsy; however, for the autopsy to be performed, consent must be obtained from the legally designated next-of-kin or responsible party.  Consent for autopsy must be given by the legal next-of-kin, and the autopsy authorization form must be completed.  This may be accomplished in one of the following ways.



a.
In Writing:  This is the preferred method.

b. Per Telephone

c. Fax or email

2. Whether permission is in writing or per telephone, the following procedure must be followed:
a.
The signature (or telephone permission) is witnessed by two persons whose signatures are also entered on the permit.  One of the witnesses must be other than a physician.



b.
The next-of-kin is asked his/her precise relationship to the deceased.

c.
The language of the consent is read by (or to) the next-of-kin.

d. The next-of-kin is asked if he/she has any questions regarding the consent.
e. The next-of-kin is asked if he/she wishes to place any limitation on the extent of the autopsy examinations, and the limitations are written in the appropriate space of the consent form.
3. The following persons may, in the order of priority indicated, consent to an autopsy of a deceased person:

	PRIVATE 
If the deceased was either MARRIED or WITH CHILDREN AT TIME OF DEATH:
	If the deceased was UNMARRIED without children at time of death:

	· seq level0 \h \r0 

seq level1 \h \r0 

seq level2 \h \r0 

seq level3 \h \r0 

seq level4 \h \r0 

seq level5 \h \r0 

seq level6 \h \r0 

seq level7 \h \r0 Spouse

· Adult child

· Guardian of minor child

· Court having jurisdiction of minor

· Parent

· A Guardian

· Next-of-kin, siblings, grandparents

· Person assuming custody of and responsibility for the burial of the body.
	· Father or mother

· Guardian

· Next-of-kin, siblings, grandparents

· Person assuming custody of and responsibility for the burial of the body.


NOTES:

a. Where there are several siblings, the signature of one is deemed sufficient provided that none of the others is known to oppose the autopsy.  Autopsy will be refused if there is disagreement between individuals of the same order of kinship.

b. The fact that a relative is difficult to contact does not abrogate his or her legal rights.

c. The legal next-of-kin may not delegate the right to sign the autopsy consent form to another family member.

d. A relative said to be mentally incompetent has full legal rights unless legally declared insane by an appropriate court.  Individual’s assigned "power of attorney" does not take precedence over family members when it comes to granting permission for autopsy unless such power is specifically allocated by in the "power of attorney" document.
e. Common-law marriages have the same status as legal marriages.  A common-law marriage must fulfill two criteria:  The couple must be in agreement that a marriage exists, and they must present themselves to others as being a married couple.

f. In the case of a deceased infant of an unmarried mother, the permission of the unmarried mother must be obtained.  This permission may be granted by the mother, regardless of her age.  In addition, if the mother is a minor, it is recommended to obtain permission from one of the mother's parents/guardian.

g. Desertion is not precisely defined in Texas, but a spouse should never be discounted for reasons of desertion unless he/she has not communicated with the deceased at any time for at least the previous seven years.

h. An estranged spouse (whether the marital separation is legal or otherwise) is still regarded as a legal spouse.

i. If a body is UNCLAIMED, permission to perform an autopsy can be granted only by the State Anatomical Board.

PROCEDURE:
1. At time of death, physician will pronounce patient's death and document same in the medical record, and complete the Death Note/Consideration for Autopsy form.
2. If the physician determines an autopsy is warranted, he/she will approach the family.  The attempt to secure an autopsy will be documented in the medical record.  If the Justice of the Peace notification is warranted, he/she will be notified at this time and this will be documented in the medical record.
3. Social Services and/or Nursing Service Designee will assist family with coordination with a pathologist/Medical Examiner Office on information regarding information on autopsy,  financial, or funeral home transport. Consent will be obtained from appropriate next-of-kin. 

4. Routine postmortem care will be provided per Hospital policy.

5. All bodies will be handled using universal precautions.  If a physician/health care worker has knowledge that a person had, at the time of death, a communicable disease listed below, the physician shall affix or cause to be affixed a tag on the body, preferably on the great toe.  The tag shall be in card stock paper, no smaller than five by ten centimeters, and shall include the words "Communicable Disease - Blood/Body Fluid Precautions Required," in letters no smaller than six mm in height, and the name of the deceased person.  The tag shall remain on the body until preparation of the body for burial is completed.(Diseases that require tagging are Acquired Immune Deficiency Syndrome, anthrax, brucellosis, Creutzfelt-Jakob disease, viral hepatitis (types B, C, D, and non-A/non-B), plague, Q fever, rabies, Rocky Mountain spotted fever, syphilis, tuberculosis, tularemia, and viral hemorrhagic fevers.)

6. The body will then be transported to the morgue until the body can be transported to the proper location.
AUTOPSY PERFORMANCE AND DOCUMENTATION:

Reasonable efforts will be made to secure an autopsy report to complete the medical record.
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