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Diversity of Conceptions: The matters that should be aware by those involved in human death
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* Simultaneous interpretation using POKETALK.
Instruction how to use the service will be provided on the registration website.

Kenneth W. Aschheim¥c&E

Assistant Chief Forensic Odontologist
- NYC Office of Chief Medical Examiner
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smm2 Lessons Learned: A Forensic Odontologist’s Perspective

on Disaster Victim Identification in Mass Fatality Incidents
7*1 7“/ :/1}\4A %E Kenneth W. Aschheim, DDS D-ABFO

Disaster Victim Identification (DVI) is a specialized area of post-disaster response focused on identifying deceased
individuals after mass fatality events. Forensic odontologists play a crucial role, using dental science to establish
identities when other methods are unavailable. As both natural and human-made disasters continue to strain
emergency systems, DVI has advanced in its technical, operational, and ethical aspects. Preparedness is one of the
most important lessons learned from past DVI efforts. Successful identification begins well before a disaster,
requiring ongoing training, dependable equipment, standardized data systems, and clear communication protocols.
When these elements are in place, teams can concentrate on the complex task of identification without being
hindered by logistical challenges. Adaptability is equally vital. Each disaster presents unique obstacles that may
disrupt established procedures. The ability to adjust quickly and solve problems creatively often determines whether
a response is coordinated or fragmented. Forensic odontologists must also strike a balance between scientific
accuracy and empathy. They operate in emotionally intense environments where objectivity is essential but so is
recognizing the human impact of each case. Respectful communication and attention to detail help ensure
identifications are both accurate and compassionately delivered to families. Teamwork is another key factor in
effective DVI. Collaboration among odontologists, pathologists, investigators, and emergency responders improves
efficiency and reduces errors. Each discipline brings unique expertise, but shared goals and effective communication
are what drive successful outcomes. Past incidents such as terrorist attacks and transportation accidents have
demonstrated the importance of coordinated cross-agency efforts. Technology has significantly transformed the field.
Digital records standardized dental databases, and interoperable systems have improved both speed and accuracy.
However, responsible use of technology is essential. Data security, result verification, and adherence to ethical
standards are critical to maintaining trust and integrity throughout the process. Ultimately, DVI is a field shaped by
experience. Each response reveals new challenges and opportunities for growth. Long-term success depends on
reflection, professionalism, and continuous learning. Progress comes not only from innovation but also from the
lessons learned through both achievements and setbacks.
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