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2.21  Notifications of Death, Serious Injury or Illness 
 
2.21.001 Purpose 
 

This policy establishes procedures for notifying and providing assistance to 
the next-of-kin in the event of serious injury, illness, or loss of life.   

 
2.21.002 Policy 
 

The Saint Mary’s County Sheriff’s Office has a moral responsibility to ensure 
every effort is made to locate and promptly notify the next of kin of 
deceased, seriously injured, or seriously ill persons and notification is 
delivered in a considerate manner.  This responsibility extends not only to 
incidents investigated by the Saint Mary’s County Sheriff’s Office, but to 
requests from other agencies and individuals. 

 
Notification of tragedy is difficult and demands compassion and sensitivity. 
Courteous and respectful attentiveness is required. 

 
2.21.003 Principles 
 

This policy is guided by the principles offered by ‘Concerns of Police 
Survivors, Inc.’ The principles described by COPS, Inc. are simple 
notifications and are to be made in person, in time, in pairs whenever 
possible, in plain language and with compassion:   

 
A. Always make death notification in person, not by telephone. 

 
1. It is very important to provide the next-of-kin with a 

compassionate human presence during an extremely 
stressful time. 

 
2. Notifiers may need to assist in case of medical emergency 

resulting from notification. 
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3. If requesting a notification outside of the SMCSO service 

area; contact the law enforcement agency in the next-of-kin’s 
home area to deliver the notification in person. 

 
4. Never take death information over the police radio.  Obtain the 

information by telephone so information doesn’t leak out to 
family members or media prior to actual notification. 

 
5. If notification must be made at a workplace; speak to the 

manager or supervisor to verify the person to be notified is 
available and ask for a private room in which to make 
notification. 

 
6. If notification must be made at a hospital, such as in the case 

of an accident or shooting, find a quiet room for the notification 
and be sure family/survivors are seated.   

 
B. Provide notification as soon as possible 

 
1. Provide notification as soon as possible but with certainty. 

 
2. Be absolutely sure of the positive identification of the victim, 

as mistaken death/serious injury notifications cause 
enormous trauma. 

 
3. Be sure you are notifying the correct person. 

 
4. Before notification, gather critical information to facilitate 

answering of next-of-kin inquiries. 
 

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

1. Whenever possible, two notifiers should be present to make 
the notification.  Ideally, the team would be a uniformed 
deputy and other civilian such as chaplain, victim services 
counselor, family doctor, clergy person or close friend.  A 
male/female team often is advantageous. 

 
2. Next-of-kin may experience severe emotional or physical 

reactions, even striking out at notifiers; having an extra notifier 
provides support.  

 
3. Before arrival, the notifying team should decide who will 

speak, what will be said, and how much can be said. 
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4. Notifiers should take separate vehicles to provide maximum 
flexibility in case of post-notification transports.  

 
D. Relate the message directly and in plain language 

 
1. Notifiers should clearly identify themselves and ask to enter; 

if possible, avoid making notification at the doorstep. 
 

2. Next of Kin are generally served best by telling them directly 
what happened, your presence has already alerted them of a 
problem. 

 
3. Speak slowly and carefully when providing available details; 

then calmly and patiently answer any questions they may 
have. 

 
4. Prep the conversation by saying “I have some very bad news 

to tell you” and avoid vague language. 
 

5. Refer to the victim by name and never as ‘the body’ or ‘victim’. 
 

6. It is always appropriate to say, “I am sorry this happened.”  
 

E. Make notification with compassion 
 

1. Your presence and compassion are the most important 
resources you offer to death notifications. 

 
2. Never simply notify and leave, plan to take the time to provide 

information and direction. 
 

3. Do not take a victim’s personal items with you at the time of 
notification.  Victim’s belongings can be claimed later.  Advise 
the process for recovering the victim’s items. 

 
4. Next of Kin may have a hard time recalling what is done and 

said at time of notification, so write down any important 
contact information for them. 

 
5. Always leave your name and phone number with next-of-kin 

and follow up the next day if possible. 
 
2.21.004 Notifications: 
 

Intra-Agency Personnel:  
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A. The names of the deceased/seriously injured employee shall not be 
released to the media or other parties before immediate family 
members living in the area are notified. 

 
B. The Sheriff or designee will designate a Commissioned Officer in 

uniform, and if available the agency chaplain to notify the immediate 
family of the employee’s condition or death. The designated 
Commissioned Officer may contact a fellow agency member(s) who 
may have close ties to the decedent and their immediate family to 
assist in making notification. If a Commissioned Officer is not 
available, a senior supervisor will make notification. Notifications 
should be made as soon as possible and, if possible, coincidental 
with command notifications. 

 
C. Notification to family/survivors shall be made in person; see 

principles above, section B2.21.003.  
 

D. In the event news media obtains the deceased employee’s name 
prematurely, the ranking Deputy Sheriff will request the information 
be withheld until proper notification to survivors can be made. 

 
E. In the event an employee sustains injuries where the prognosis for 

survival is not expected, immediate family members may be 
transported via agency vehicle to the medical facility in a safe and 
practical manner. 

 
F. If the employee has died, notification shall be made to the survivors 

in a manner that is direct and compassionate; following principles 
provided by COPs Inc. see above section B 2.21.003 Principles.  

 
G. Agency personnel shall honor the wishes or requests made by the 

immediate family, if practical. 
 

Other than Intra-Agency Personnel: 
 

Notifications of serious injury/death to family members/survivors of persons 
other than Intra-Agency Personnel will be made promptly and as close as 
possible to the principles offered in section B 2.21.003 Principles: in person, 
in time, in pairs, in plain language and with compassion. 

 
A. Notification will be accomplished in person for families/survivors 

within our jurisdiction. 
 

B. Notification of death or serious injury to those families/survivors living 
outside of our jurisdiction should not be made by phone directly to 
family.  Utilize assistance of the agency in that jurisdiction to make 
personal contact. 
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C. Obtain teletype or fax verification of notification with details as to who 

made contact, person contacted, and time of notification.  A 
telephone confirmation is not sufficient. 

 
D. Supervisors or detectives will ensure a prompt reply is made to other 

agencies or individuals requesting the assistance of this agency.  
 
2.21.005 Survivor Assistance and Funeral Details for Agency Employees 
 

Refer to SMCSO Policy A3.11 Agency Funerals 
 
2.21.006 Reporting Requirements 
 

A. Notifications should be documented in the Offense/Incident Report 
indicating particulars of notification to include:  date/time of 
notification, to whom notification was made and who made 
notification. 

 
B. Notifications requested by our agency to other jurisdictions, or 

notifications made by our agency on behalf of other jurisdictions 
should not be made by phone directly to family/survivors.  A teletype 
or fax should be provided to the notifying agency providing details of 
notification, and again confirming notification was made. The 
teletype or fax should be attached to the Offense/Incident Report. 

 


