
Bureau of Vital Records and Health Statistics’ Drug Mortality 
Interpretation Guide 

 
Underlying cause of death: all deaths are assigned a single underlying cause of death based on both 
the cause of death and the manner of death (suicide, accident, natural, assault, undetermined intent).   
 
Drug-related deaths are typically reported using the following classifications- 
 

1. Drug-induced deaths: the underlying cause of death was illicit, prescription, and/or over-
the-counter drug use, including deaths from acute poisoning by drugs and deaths from 
illnesses, disorders, or diseases resulting from long-term or chronic drug use (Figure 1).  
Deaths from falls, motor vehicle crashes, and other causes indirectly related to drug use are 
excluded. This is the broadest classification. 
 

2. Drug poisoning deaths (also called drug overdose):  the underlying cause of death was 
acute poisoning by drugs (Figure 1). These are a subset of drug-induced deaths and exclude 
illness, disorders, and diseases resulting from long-term or chronic drug use. 
 

3. Accidental drug poisoning deaths: the underlying cause of death was accidental acute 
poisoning by drugs (Figure 1). These are a subset of drug poisoning deaths and include only 
deaths where the manner was accidental (see Figure 4 for example).  

 
Figure 1. The Bureau of Vital Records and Health Statistics’ drug-related mortality classifications and 
number of deaths in 2018.  
  
 
 
 
 
 
 

*includes all illnesses, disorders, or diseases resulting from long-term or chronic drug use  
 
Contributing cause of death: death certifiers may report additional causes that contributed to death, 
including drug-specific information, but this is not mandatory (Figure 4). The percent of drug-induced 
deaths with drug-specific information differs greatly by the county where the death occurred and the 
year (Figure 2). 
 

Drug categories: specific drugs are grouped into 17 categories (Figure 3). A decedent may 
have multiple categories of drugs reported.   
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Figure 2. Percent of drug-induced deaths by whether drug-specific information was reported: Idaho 
residents, 2007-2018. 

 

Figure 3. The Bureau of Vital Records and Health Statistics’ drug categories. 
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All drugs

Opioids

Opium

Heroin

Natural and semisynthetic opioids

Methadone

Synthetic opioids other than 
methadone

Other/unspecified narcotics

Non-opioids

Antibiotics, antiparasitics, 
antagonists, non-opioid analgesics

Cocaine

Cannabis (derivatives)

Lysergide (LSD)

Other/unspecified 
psychodysleptics (hallucinogens)

Benzodiazepines

Anesthetics, antiepileptics, 
sedative-hypnotics

Antidepressants

Psychostimulants with abuse 
potential

Psychotropic NEC

Other non-opioid

Drug categories may include both illicit and 
pharmaceutical (over-the-counter and prescription) 
drugs.  
NEC= not elsewhere classified 



Figure 4. Example excerpt from the Idaho Certificate of Death for an accidental drug poisoning death.  
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
This decedent would be included in the following:  

• Total drug-induced deaths 
o Drug-induced deaths reporting involvement of opioids 
o Drug-induced deaths reporting involvement of heroin 
o Drug-induced deaths reporting involvement of synthetic opioids other than 

methadone 
• Total drug poisoning deaths 

o Drug poisoning deaths reporting involvement of opioids 
o Drug poisoning deaths reporting involvement of heroin 
o Drug poisoning deaths reporting involvement of synthetic opioids other than 

methadone 
• Total accidental drug poisoning deaths  

o Accidental drug poisoning deaths reporting involvement of opioids 
o Accidental drug poisoning deaths reporting involvement of heroin 
o Accidental drug poisoning deaths reporting involvement of synthetic opioids other 

than methadone 

Underlying cause of death 
Accidental poisoning by and exposure to 
narcotics and psychodysleptics 
[hallucinogens], not elsewhere classified 
(ICD-10 code X42) 

Contributing causes of death 
Drug category: Heroin  
Drug category: Synthetic opioids other than 
methadone  
 


