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Gift to Life and Gift to Life Plus Autopsy Programs 
Autopsy Consent Procedures After Death Has Occurred 

The Gift to Life programs help families arrange for autopsy. The program has two levels -- Gift to Life 
(open to all, but families pay associated costs) and Gift to Life Plus (fewer costs, but open only to 
patients of University Health Care).  
Procedures differ for each program -- a letter in Powerchart under the patient’s name describes the 
procedures each family is to follow after death. Use the Powerchart letter to confirm enrollment and 
answer family questions.   
Autopsy consent can only be obtained after death from the next-of-kin. In the Gift to Life programs, 
neurology residents obtain autopsy consent and brief information about circumstances 
surrounding death. 

If death occurs outside University Hospital and autopsy is to be performed here: 
1.  When a death occurs, families of enrolled patients are instructed to call the neurology resident on call 

(through the hospital operator at 801-581-2121). We have counseled these families about autopsy so 
most should know what to expect. 

2.  While looking in Powerchart, confirm with the family: name, birthdate and MRN of the deceased and 
their enrollment in Gift to Life or Gift to Life Plus. 

3. Obtain the folder “Bereavement Care Services – Caring Connections” at the nursing station. With the 
family member on the phone, complete these two forms:  

#1. Purple border form, “Authorization for Performance of Autopsy” (using the phone consent 
section) -- to document consent: 

- Confirm you are speaking with the legal next-of-kin and that family members agree to an 
autopsy. The back of the Authorization form lists the order of priority for consent.  Record 
the next-of-kin’s name and their relationship (e.g. spouse) with the deceased. 

- The consenting family member must choose some options on the form.  Review these 
options with them. For University patients, we prefer a complete postmortem examination 
and there is no cost.  For non-University patients, a brain only autopsy is less expensive. 

- For all individuals, we strongly prefer authorization of distribution or banking of autopsy 
tissues with patient identifiers for research. 

- Have a witness review and confirm the consent over the phone, and sign the form with 
their contact information. 

#2.   The “Autopsy Pathology Abstract Form” -- providing medical info for the autopsy (this serves as a 
consult request to the pathology service): 

- Document the date and approximate time of death. 
- Identify the location and circumstances surrounding death, noting whether there are any 

suspicious circumstances or trauma. 
- Indicate the name of physician or facility involved in the patient’s care immediately around 

the time of death with a city and contact number, if possible. 

4.  When consent is completed, notify medical records at 581-2180 and fax them the consent and 
abstract.  They will notify the autopsy service at 581-2508.   

5. If funeral directors need directions to the morgue, they can contact medical records, the autopsy 
service, or look on our website: www.utahmemory.org. 
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If death occurs outside U Hospital and autopsy is to be performed elsewhere: 
 

Residents need only refer to the enrollment letter in Powerchart to answer questions.  No other steps 
are needed.  The institution performing the autopsy will obtain consent. 

 
If death occurs at University Hospital, usual hospital procedures are followed: 
1.  Residents are expected to request an autopsy and organ donation, if appropriate, from family 

members for all patients dying at the University Hospital.  Autopsy and organ donation are 
separate issues.  The topic of autopsy, like the discussion of organ donation, often is best 
broached with family members when death first appears eminent.  However, autopsy consent can 
only be obtained after death from the next-of-kin. 

2.  At each nursing station there is a folder entitled “Bereavement Care Services – Caring 
Connections”.  It contains information for the family after a death, and two forms for obtaining 
autopsy consent (to be completed by the neurology resident on call, with the family):  

#1. Purple border form, “Authorization for Performance of Autopsy” -- to document consent: 

- The back of the Authorization form lists the order of priority for consent.  Record the next-
of-kin’s name and their relationship (e.g. spouse) with the deceased. If the next-of-kin will 
not be coming to the hospital, obtain a telephone consent using the same form. 

- The consenting family member must choose some options on the form.  Review these 
options with them:  

 We prefer a complete postmortem examination (there is no cost associated with 
autopsy if the patient dies in University Hospital or has been seen here for the 
current illness).   

 We strongly prefer authorization of distribution or banking of autopsy tissues with 
patient identifiers for research. 

 Organ donation and autopsy are not mutually exclusive; both can be done when a 
patient dies at the University Hospital, but require separate consents. 

- Have a witness review and sign the consent -- a staff member, another resident, or 
another family member (besides the next-of-kin) can witness and sign the consent. 

#2.   The “Autopsy Pathology Abstract Form” -- providing medical info for the autopsy (this serves 
as a consult request to the pathology service):   

- Document the date and approximate time of death. 

- Identify the location and circumstances surrounding death, noting whether there are any 
suspicious circumstances or trauma. 

- Indicate the name of physician or facility involved in the patient’s care immediately around 
the time of death with a city and contact number, if possible. 

5.  When the consent is completed, notify medical records at 581-2180.  They will in turn notify the 
autopsy service at 581-2508. 

6.  Nursing staff will transfer the body to the morgue with the signed consent and appropriate papers. 
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Helpful information about the Gift to Life and Gift to Life Plus Programs: 
- COSTS: Gift to Life is open to all, but families pay associated costs. Gift to Life Plus is less 

costly for families and open only to patients of University Health Care. In depth: 
o Family members must pay for transportation of the body to and from the hospital in 

both programs.  Often funeral homes provide this as part of their services.   
o University patients (Gift to Life Plus) do not get charged for the autopsy itself, whether 

whole body or brain only.  For others (Gift to Life), the current cost of a brain-only 
autopsy is $550 + possible costs for special procedures, and a complete autopsy is 
more expensive, about $2000.  These costs are not covered by insurance. 

- Pre-arrangements are required for both Gift to Life programs; enrollment isn’t permitted after 
death.  Patients dying in the University hospital don’t utilize Gift to Life procedures, but use 
standard hospital procedures instead so absence of enrollment is not an issue. 

- The completion of the Abstract form is critical for any research uses, particularly the time of 
death so that postmortem delay of tissue recovery can be calculated. 

- Anatomic donation to the medical school (i.e., “The Body Donor Program”) is not compatible 
with performing a diagnostic autopsy or the Gift to Life Programs. Organ donation is 
compatible, but feasible only when death occurs in University Hospital. 

- Currently autopsies are performed Monday – Friday only. 
 
Sample script for Gift of Life call from a family member reporting a death: 
(Identify yourself). Thank you for participating in the Gift to Life program.  An autopsy will provide important 
information for you and future generations.  Please accept my condolences to you and other family 
members.  I know this is a difficult time for you. 

First, I need to obtain some information about the circumstances around the death of your loved one.  What 
is the name and birth date of your loved one? (Now looking on Powerchart) Let me look him/her up in our 
records.  What is your name? Are you the next-of-kin? (Compare with priority list on the Consent form and 
enter there).  Is your family in agreement about performing an autopsy? (Now filling out the Autopsy 
Abstract Form) What time did your loved one die?  Who was the doctor treating your loved one near the 
time of death? (This is likely the person who will sign the death certificate.)  Do you know the address or 
phone number of this doctor?  Where did the death occur?  What happened before the death?  Do you 
know what caused the death?  Were there any suspicious circumstances or injuries around the time of the 
death (that might suggest involving the medical examiner)?   

Next, I need to get consent for the autopsy.  I will get the help of someone else here to verify (witness) your 
consent.  (Now filling out the Consent Form) There are several options we need to discuss.  Are there any 
limitations on the parts of the body we can examine?  For University Health Care patients we recommend 
no restrictions, or a complete postmortem examination. (For patients who haven’t been a patient here, we 
recommend a brain-only autopsy since it is cheaper).  Only a complete autopsy permits us to determine the 
cause of death and in some cases it can be important to examine tissue other than the brain.  The next 
option we need to consider is how we can handle the tissue we remove.  We strongly recommend allowing 
us to distribute or bank autopsy tissues with patient identifiers for research, other options are …  Now, let 
me have you speak to someone else to confirm what we have agreed upon. 

This completes what we need to do.  I’ll send all of the forms to the morgue.  The full report of the autopsy 
will be completed in about 2 months, as explained in your enrollment letter.  Thank you for remembering 
this program in your family’s time of grief.  
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