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Disclosure 

I have no financial disclosures or conflicts of interest 
with the material presented. This is a report I generated while at Western 
Michigan University Homer Stryker M.D. School of Medicine (WMed) and 

does not necessarily reflect the views of WMed or my current place of 
work at MDHHS.



Agenda 

• Medical Examiner Office process
• Data abstraction process
• Data and prevention



Person-First Language 

STIGMATIZING LANGUAGE PREFERRED LANGUAGE
Addict Person with a substance use disorder
Addicted to X Has a X use disorder
Addiction Substance use disorder
Alcoholic Person suffering from alcohol use disorder
Clean In recovery
Clean screen Substance free
Dirty Actively using/Return to use
Dirty screen Testing positive for substance use
Drug habit Regular substance use
Drug abuser Person who uses drugs
Reformed addict or alcoholic Person in recovery
Opioid replacement Medication for opioid use disorder 

Lots of 
resources 

online!



What is the MEO?

MEO (OCME, CME)

Medical Examiner Office

Death investigations (autopsies)

MEI
Medical Examiner Investigator

Investigates death circumstances 

ME
Medical Examiner/ Pathologist

Performs autopsy, signs DC



Death investigation process

Death occurs – MEO contacted

Death circumstances 
meet MEO criteria

PCP or other doctor 
signs DC

MEI investigates

Body is transported to the morgue

Autopsy is performed
Body is transported 

to the morgue or 
funeral home

COD/MOD determined and DC is signed

Death circumstances do 
not meet MEO criteria

Allegan, Barry, Berrien, Calhoun, 
Cass (2021), Grand Traverse, 

Leelanau, Kalamazoo, Mason, 
Muskegon, St. Joseph, Van Buren



DROOD Reports

• Quarterly and Annual Reports from 2020 to 2021
• Quarterly reports combined 12/13 counties
• Annual reports by county (low count exception) and combined 12/13 counties

• Reports are found on WMed’s MEO website under Annual and Special Reports
• Google: WMed Medical Examiner and Forensic Services 

• We are talking about the 2021 report today



Information gathered

• MEI narrative
• Police report
• EMS runsheet
• Medical records
• Toxicology report
• Autopsy report
• Death certificate
• Obituary 

Information is 
entered into a 
spreadsheet 
for analysis

Written by MEI

Written by family 

Requested by In House Investigators (IHI)

Generated from 3rd party lab

Generated by ME/IHI



Why is this important?

• Grant proposals
• Inform work of community members

• Presentations, conferences, other meetings

• Inform the community
• News articles

• Overdose Data to Action  OD2A
• How does the data inform the action of prevention



Who is included in this 
report?

• Location of death:
• Kalamazoo Co
• Can use substances in Van Buren but die at Borgess

• Manner of death:
• Accident, Indeterminate, Suicide, or Homicide 

• Cause of Death:
• Died from drugs (Pt. I of DC)



Who is included in the 
report?

PT. I, Cause of death:

Pt. II, Other significant conditions:



Who is included in the 
report?

Cause of death:

Other significant conditions:

Toxic effects of fentanyl



Who is included in the 
report?

Cause of death:

Other significant conditions:

Myocardial infarction

Methamphetamine toxicity



Key take-aways

• Higher rates of fatal overdose for 
minorities

• High rates of chronic pain
• Mental health 
• Return to use reasons

• Recent release and life stress

• Increase use of naloxone by 
bystanders

• Substance use alone at home 
increases risk for fatal overdose

• Opioids and asphyxia
• Methamphetamine use is higher 

among those who are unhoused
• Prescription medication is most 

likely to be used attempting suicide



Summary of deaths

• 25% increase 2019 to 2020
• 19% increase 2020 to 2021
• See when spikes typically occur

• Have more EMS in high-risk areas 
• Provide more naloxone to the community
• Endless possibilities



Zip code of injury 

Zip Code Frequency
49048 14
49007 14
49001 10
49009 6
49008 6
49002 5
49006 5
49024 2
49080 1
49053 1
49012 1
49004 1
49034 1

Zip Code Frequency County
49093 1 St. Joseph
49079 1 Van Buren
49090 1 Van Buren
49037 1 Calhoun
49245 1 Calhoun
49017 1 Calhoun
49014 1 Calhoun

Zip Code Frequency
Unknown 10

• 49048 and 49007 are most 
common zip codes

• Most substance use occurs in 
the same county of death

• If changes occur, data informs 
Kalamazoo how to distribute 
resources around the county



Demographics

• Kalamazoo Co vs Literature/Census
• Kalamazoo demographics:

• 81% White (vs 67%)
• 12% Black (vs. 28%)
• 6% Latino/Hispanic
• 3% Asian

• Employment status during COVID



Physical Health

• Pain!!!!!
• Other substance use
• PCP for intervention



Mental/Behavioral Health

• Compare to general population



Mental/Behavioral Health
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Social/Children

• Unhoused rate
• Incarceration rates and COVID

• WSU research

• Children 



SUD history

• First time use or first overdose or long 
history?

• How did SUD start?
• Substance trends 



SUD history



SUD history



SUD history

• Most common ways to use substances
• Return to use and COVID



SUD history

Male Female White Black Total
Intravenous 41% 31% 48% 9% 38%
Snort 26% 15% 19% 32% 26%
Smoke 35% 23% 29% 36% 31%
Transdermal 0% 0% 0% 0% 0%
Huff 2% 0% 2% 0% 1%
Oral 15% 31% 23% 14% 21%
Unknown 17% 15% 17% 18% 17%



SUD history



Naloxone

• Increase bystander Naloxone 
administration 

• Takes time for EMS and LE to get to scene



Death Scene 

• Most overdoses happen at home and 
are unwitnessed

• Tell someone you are using, hotlines, use in 
small quantities, test before use



Autopsy and Tox

• COD and MOD



Autopsy and Tox

• COD and MOD



Autopsy and Tox

• 1,1-difluoroethane



Autopsy and Tox

• COD and MOD



Prescription status

• Blue = prescribed
• Green = not prescribed

• Non-opioid: mostly prescribed
• Opioid: about 50/50

• Fentanyl was only prescribed to one 
decedent



Highlights



Highlights 



Highlights 



Highlights 



Highlights 



Highlights 



Key take-aways

• Increase use of naloxone by 
bystanders

• Substance use alone at home 
increases risk for fatal overdose

• Opioids and asphyxia
• Methamphetamine use is higher 

among those who are unhoused
• Prescription medication is most likely 

to be used attempting suicide

• Higher rates of fatal overdose for 
minorities

• SSPs, health care access, lack of 
paraphernalia

• High rates of chronic pain
• Mental health 
• Return to use reasons

• Recent release and life stress



Thank you!

Questions? Comments? Thoughts?

bielbyc@michigan.gov
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