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Coroner’s Role

“Coroners investigate 
certain kinds of deaths in 

order to determine the 
identity of the deceased 

and the date, place, 
circumstances and 

medical cause of death” 
www.coroners.justice.nsw.gov.au

Bob: ‘To reconnect with life I need answers’

http://www.coroners.justice.nsw.gov.au/


Changes to the NSW Coroner’s Act

“…protect the dignity of the deceased persons, involve family 
members in decisions about post mortem investigations and ensure 

that such investigations are completed in a timely manner”
Hon Jon Hatzistergos, Attorney General, NSW Hansard, Legislative council 2009  

A person conducting a post mortem examination is to endeavour to 
use the least invasive procedures to establish the cause of many of 
a person’s death

Coroner’s Act 2009, No.41, Ch.8, Part 8.1, s.88

Senior next-of-kin right to object to autopsy and whole organ 
retention





"Death lies on her like an untimely frost
Upon the sweetest flower of all the field."

William Shakespeare, Romeo and Juliet,  Act IV, Scene V, Line 24

"These days grief seems like 

walking on a frozen river; most 

of the time he feels safe enough, 

but there is always that danger 

he will plunge through.“

David Nicholls 'One Day’



New South Wales

- Australian population: ~25 million

- NSW population: nearly 9 million

- Australian deaths p.a.: ~160,000

- NSW deaths p.a.: ~50,000

- NSW Coroner-reported deaths p.a.: 

6,500 (nearly 1 in 8)

- Police report death to Coroner 

(Magistrate at Local Court). Coroner 

refers to NSW Forensic Medicine (3 

sites). Forensic Medicine Social Work 

Service liaise with family. 





Families will want to know:

• What to do next

• When can the body be released

• What will happen next (e.g. police, Coronial 

process, post mortem, I.D.)

• What is being done to assist them

• What is currently known about the cause and 

circumstances of the death

• Available services

• Resources, guidance, individual and family 

support

“How my family were treated in those 11 days remained with me 

and influenced my life ever since” – Pamela Dix (Lockerbie 1988). 

“What we wanted was 
information about exactly 
how and why people died 
… how the identification 
process worked … This 
would have helped more 

than counsellors telling us 
how we should feel”

Dorries, 1999; Eyre 2002.



Our Place – Forensic Medicine Newcastle



Our Facilities 



Our 

People



Forensic Medicine Social Work team (Newcastle)



Forensic Medicine Social Work Service

• Situated within the Forensic Mortuary (access ++)

• The role of the Forensic Medicine Social Worker includes:
– Information (proactive): 

• Coroners process/objections

• Post mortem/ autopsy & medical cause of death 

• Reports – final (full) post mortem report and police briefs

• Circumstantial information, e.g. suicide notes; photos

– Support/ Advocacy:
• Facilitated choices around access to the body, including viewing/ID

• Advocate for needs within ‘the system’ / consult and integrate needs and wants of the family

• Memory collation e.g. hand and foot prints of babies/children

– Focused therapeutic work
• Brief, short-term, specific (e.g. facilitated access to information)

• Support After Suicide Program

• Embedded counselling



Ripple effect – early intervention, prevention, and public health

Nugus, D. (2015). The “ripple effect”: A conceptual model for understanding grief and the 

preventative opportunities for timely and targeted social work intervention. 7th HNE Social 

Work Conference. May 4,2015.

"No one ever told 

me that grief felt so 

much like fear."

C.S Lewis



• Facilitate informed and supported 
choices (see References)

• Challenge ‘systemic paternalism’ 
(‘They told me I couldn’t…’)

• It’s never too late – advocate, find a 
way, focus on what we can do

• Empower, normalise, don’t pathologise

• Build relationships and influence ‘the 
system’ 

Some key points

‘An abnormal reaction to an abnormal situation is normal behaviour’ 

Viktor E. Frankl (1946), Man’s Search for Meaning 



“…love as powerful as your mother’s for you 
leaves its own mark. Not a scar, no visible 
sign … to have been loved so deeply, even 
though the person who loved us is gone, will 
give us some protection forever. It is in your 
very skin.

Professor Albus P.W.B. Dumbledore, 

O.M. (First Class), Grand Sorc., D. Wiz., X.J. (sorc.), S. of Mag.Q.

In Rowling, J.K. (1997). Harry Potter and the Philosopher’s Stone. London: 
Bloomsbury.

Continuing bonds

“What will survive of us is love” 

Philip Larkin: An Arundel Tomb, c.1956



"A pain in our body, a heartache, an unjust 

treatment may seem inert, impermeable, 

unchanging. It may appear to be all that is, all that 

ever will be. But when we look closely, instead of 

solidity, we see porousness, fluidity, motion. We 

begin to see gaps between the moments of 

suffering. We see the small changes that are 

happening all the time in the texture, the intensity, 

the contours of our pain." 

Sharon Salzberg: 'Faith: Trusting Your Own Deepest Experience'. 

(She defines 'Faith' in a willingness to see the possibility for change)

“Those who have a ‘why’ to live, can bear with 

almost any ‘how’.”

Viktor E. Frankl (1946), Man’s Search for Meaning



Beyond the ‘self’ in self-care

• Whose responsibility is staff 
wellbeing?

• What are our ‘tools for the job’?

• What do we need from our 
organisation/ management/ team/ 
others (and ourselves) to do our job? 

• Apply professional practice 
principles, theory and values to 
ourselves – practice what we preach

• Self-care = self-advocacy = 
improved outcomes = sustainable 
practice
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Thank you 
Any questions? 


