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Introduction

• Location – Marion County, IN (urban county, consists of the city of 
Indianapolis) 

• Population – 971,102 (2021)

• Marion County OFR established in November 2020 and is led by Marion 
County Public Health Department (Epidemiology) 

• Number of overdose deaths per year – 500 (on average), 826 in 2021

• Legislation – SOFR legislation in Indiana was signed into law on March 18, 
2020, and took effect July 1, 2020

• Number of overdose cases reviewed – 43 as of December 2022

• One fun fact – We have very talented and creative OFR team members 
(marathon runner, podcaster, dancer, play writer)



Learning Objectives

• Identify opportunities to form subcommittees based 
on the recommendations generated in the OFR 
meetings

• Identify strategies to address grief experienced by 
family members who lost their loved ones to 
overdose, through OFR subcommittee work



Presentation Outline

➢Overview of Marion County overdose death trends

➢Overview of Marion County overdose fatality review team

➢Grief support subcommittee

• Structure and operations

• Grief resources

• Social worker and their role

• Future goals and work in progress

• Lessons learned

➢Q&A



Marion County Overdose 
Death Trends



Overdose deaths in Marion County rising steadily in the 

past decade with a sharp rise from 2019 to 2020

• In 2020, Marion County 
experienced over 600 fatal drug 
overdoses

• Age-adjusted rate of 62.3 per 
100,000 people, as compared to 
the state rate of 36.7 per 
100,000 people in 2020

• Males, Caucasians, and young 
adults (25 to 34 years of age) are 
affected the most

2010 2011 2012 2013 2014 2015 2016 2017 2018 2019 2020

Marion County 16.3 17 20.8 22.4 26.1 26.9 33.5 38.8 35.6 40 62.3

Indiana 14.4 15.3 16 16.6 18.2 19.5 24 29.4 25.6 26.6 36.7

US 12.3 13.2 13.1 13.8 14.7 16.3 19.8 21.7 20.7 21.6 28.3
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Nearly 80% of the drug overdose deaths involve fentanyl

• Fentanyl-related deaths in 
Marion County have risen to 
about 500 each year, accounting 
for over 80% of all overdose 
deaths

• In 2021, opiate-related drug 
intoxication deaths made up 
83% of all overdoses in 
Marion County

• In 6 years, there has been a 
125% increase in total overdose 
deaths and a 645% increase in 
the number of fentanyl-related 
drug intoxication deaths 

Source: Marion County Coroner’s Office 2021 Annual Report 



Marion County Overdose 
Fatality Review Team



Overview

• Marion County formed a multidisciplinary overdose fatality review (OFR) 
team in November 2020 

• Meets the last Friday of each month virtually

• Discusses two to three cases with accidental overdose deaths in 
Marion County

• Funding source: State-funded Overdose Data to Action (OD2A) grant 

• Leading Organization: Marion County Public Health Department, 
Epidemiology

• Purpose: To uncover circumstances around Marion County overdose 
deaths and recommend changes so that such deaths can be prevented in 
the future



Goals

Identify

• Missed 
opportunities 
of preventing 
overdose 
deaths

• Gaps in system

Collaborate

• Build working 
relationships 
between local 
stakeholders

Recommend

• Changes in 
policies, 
programs, or 
law that can 
help prevent 
overdose 
deaths 

Inform

• Local and state 
overdose and 
opioid misuse 
prevention 
strategy based 
on the findings 
and data

Aware

• Make public 
aware of the 
hazards of 
overdose and 
available 
resources



Cases Discussed and Emergent Themes

A total of 43 cases 
discussed from 
November 2020 to 
December 2022. Majority 
of the decedents 
reviewed were males 
(66%), Caucasians (72%), 
and in the 21–40 age 
range (64%). At least 75% 
were either high school 
graduates or less, and 
30% were never married. 5
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Subcommittees

• Headed by the chief deputy coroner

• Educating, empathizing, and supporting the grieving family 
members Grief support

• Headed by IU health faculty

• Reviewing community resources and identifying barriers to 
access to health care in populations with SUDAccess to care

• Headed by social worker from Indiana Addiction Issues 
Coalition

• Collaborating with IU School of Public Health and spreading 
SUD awareness among youth and students

Advocacy, outreach, 
and information



Grief Subcommittee



Identification of Grief Support as the Potential Area

• Face lots of stigma

•Can suffer from mental health 
addiction issues

•Need psychological support

•Need to educate providers and 
professionals

•Funeral homes, coroner’s office, 
faith-based organizations, and 
EDs do not have resources, 
training, or staff to sensitively 
deal with grieving family 
members 

•Family members were not 
guided properly at coroner’s 
office, and no one tries to 
understand their plight

•10 cases discussed the issue of 
grief 

Case 
discussions

Family 
interviews

Literature 
review

OFR team 
members’ 

perspective



Grief Subcommittee—Structure and Operations

• The subcommittee consists of:

➢Social worker from the local health department

➢Crisis specialist from one of the largest hospitals in Marion County

➢Chief Deputy Coroner with the Coroner’s Office

• The subcommittee meets quarterly

• Barriers identified:

➢Scarcity of resources at the local level to share with the grieving families

➢People do not know about whatever resources are currently available

➢Lack of training especially at the coroner’s office to empathetically deal 
with the grieving family members



Grief Resources

• Identified and made a list of local resources already present

• Made sure that all the links were working

• Collaborated with organizations that are at the forefront of grief support 
work

• Prepared a brochure that contains information on: 

➢Local online and in-person support groups 

➢Local bereavement services and programs

➢National grief resources

➢All relevant links and contacts

• Updated the information on the website



Grief Support Brochure

Source: Marion County Coroner’s Office. Information can be found on 
https://www.indy.gov/activity/resource-center. 

https://www.indy.gov/activity/resource-center


Sharing Grief Resources

By deputy coroners 
at the scene of 

death investigation

By social worker 
while talking to the 

family members 
over the phone

Via the coroner’s 
office website for 

general public



Social Worker and Her Role

• Hired in early 2022

• Motive was to connect to and educate the grieving family members

• Calls the family members, empathizes with them, gives information 
about the resources, answers any questions that they might have

• Follows up with them after a few days

• Response so far has been great

• People open up much more easily with her than any other staff 
member



Future Goals and Work in Progress

• Measuring and evaluating the impact

• Will be reaching out to the funeral homes with brochures beginning 
this year

• Collaborating with faith-based organizations and other organizations 
of color

• Planning to translate the resources into various languages

• Deputies will be undergoing trauma informed care training 

• Deputies will also call the families that might be missed by social 
worker



Lessons Learned

• You cannot reduce the pain/loss a person is going through, but you can offer 
support

• People need to be heard, and they want to share; we just need to know the right 
kind of tools 

• Timing is the key – connecting with them at various stages of grief is important

• Follow-up is important

• Trauma informed care should be given to every staff member dealing with mental 
health and substance use cases 

• Collaboration with other organizations doing similar work can be very helpful

• Data collection, analysis, and evaluation are important if you want to know the 
impact of your efforts



“Though nothing can bring back the hour 
of splendor in the grass, of glory in the 
flower, we will grieve not, rather find 

strength in what remains behind”

—William Wordsworth
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