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Elder Abuse Fatality Review:
A Multidisciplinary Approach

Fatality review teams in the 70s led to improved child safety seat laws
and dozens of recalls of hazardous toys, cribs and playpens, saving lives
and preventing injuries. So said Holly Zielke of the lllinois Department on
Aging when making the case for why we should establish Elder Abuse
Fatality Review Teams (EA-FRT), at a training on December 3, 2009, at
lllinois Valley Community College.

Elder abuse, particularly elder financial abuse, is a growing problem in
today’s climate, and although reports have increased each year, it is
estimated that only one in five incidents of elder abuse is ever reported.

But even when abuse has been reported, unless a multidisciplinary
Fatality Review Team has been established to investigate high risk
deaths, other professionals in the pipeline — the coroner, the police, the
hospital — will not be aware of any prior risk to the deceased. Too often
such deaths are deemed natural outcomes of the age or illness of the
victim without even considering that there may have been foul play
involved.

The problem thus becomes circular. A typical response to establishing a
Fatality Review Team is, “We don’t have that problem here,” conse-
quently the multidisciplinary approach is not created, high risk informa-
tion is not shared, no investigation is done, and the problem continues,
invisible, leaving the impression there is no problem here.

When establishing an EA-FRT, it is important to get key players on
board: the coroner, the state’s attorney, law enforcement, a victim’s
advocate, hospitals and medical professionals (particularly geriatric
specialists), EMTs (particularly medical directors), and more.

Unfortunately, multiple jurisdictions can amplify turf wars, which can be a
delicate process to address. Confidentiality is a must, and reviews must
not be seen or deteriorate into deflecting or laying blame, so it's impor-
tant to establish trust between players, and that takes time. It may take
a year or more to develop the logistics — where and how often to meet,
procedures protocol — before a single case is reviewed.

Authorities allow teams the flexibility to develop policies, procedures,
and protocols that work for their members and meet the needs of their
jurisdictions, as long as they comply with the law. An existing EA-FRT,
child abuse or domestic violence fatality review team is a good place to
begin studying issues and challenges that a start-up team may encoun-

ter. It’s okay to use ideas borrowed from
other teams.

EA-FRTs must comply with the Open
Meetings Act, although the team can go
into closed session for case reviews, as
all parts of cases are kept strictly confi-
dential.

After January 1, 2010, a provider agency
may furnish to the office of the coroner or
medical examiner a list of all eligible
adults who may be at imminent risk of
death as a result of abuse, neglect,
financial exploitation, or self-neglect. The
coroner’s office is then on alert if the
name comes up, and the EA-FRT begins
its review after the fact of death on
identified high risk individuals.

Many resources are available through
organizations such as the American Bar
Association and the Office for Victims of
Crime, for anyone wishing to establish an
EA-FRT. The lllinois Department on Aging
will help sell the concept to the key
players, and will assist with start up, as
will the Council. Call us at 815-431-0630
for more information.
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Upcomiﬂg Even;; n 2010

Tuesday, January 5 Monday, February 1

LaSalle County Community Awareness Committee Data Committee

1:00 p.m. — Reddick Mansion, Ottawa 11:00 a.m. — Reddick Mansion, Ottawa
Wednesday, January 6 Thursday, February 11

Grundy County Community Awareness Committee Faith Committee

2:00 p.m. — First Midwest Bank, Morris 10:30 a.m. — Reddick Mansion, Ottawa
Wednesday, January 6 Tuesday, February 23

Grundy County Committee Safe To Live Committee (tentative)

3:00 p.m. — First Midwest Bank, Morris 9:30 a.m. — Reddick Mansion, Ottawa
Friday, January 8 Tuesday, March 23 (tentative date)
Bureau County Committee Faith Community Training: Stalking & Cyber Stalking
9:00 a.m. — Freedom House, Princeton Details to be announced

Any opinions in this document are those of the authors and do not
necessarily represent the views of the Council as a whole nor the judiciary.
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