
determination. Published guidelines from the CDC indicate that in a suicide the fatal injury must 
he consistent with being self-inflicted and that there should be indication of intent of self-
harm. 49'53,  By these criteria, intentional misuse of opioids in excess amounts for self-treatment or 
for the sensations that the drugs cause, while dangerous, does not by itself constitute a suicide. 
At the same time, assigning "undetermined" as the manner of death as a matter of course for 
deaths due to intoxication does not serve the public good, nor does this practice support efforts to 
intervene and prevent future intoxication deaths of  similar sort. The panel recommends 
classifying deaths from the misuse of opiolds without any apparent intent of self-harm as 
"accident." Reserve "undetermined" as the manner for the rare cases in which evidence exists to 
support more than one possible determination, that is, where some evidence suggests accident 
and other evidence suggests suicide or homicide, 

It is important to note that a death certificate is a public health document designed to 
provide information to promote improved public health. A death certificate is no place for the 
legal system to try to arrange words and concepts in a way to help one side of a potential legal 
dispute gain an advantage over the other side in a court of law. In particular. "homicide" as a 
manner of death is not a legal charge, and therefore it makes no medical sense to certify a death 
as a "hoimcidc" to help an attorney that anticipates bringing some sort of criminal charge of 
wrongful death in a given case. The legal system must bring legal charges according to its 
mandate, and it can do so regardless of the manner determination by the certifier. Homicide as 
the manner of death for a drug overdose should be reserved for an intentional exposure to 
inappropriately sedate or end the life of a specific individual as a kind of assault or poisoning. 

How Tnjury Occurred 

Public health research seeks trends or associations with a specific cause of death to help 
determine the type of programs that may help reverse practices leading to unnecessary deaths. It 
is for this reason that death certificates request information on how the injury occurred. On the 
other hand, relatives of decedents are often opposed to having sensitive information on a 
document that they must present publicly in tending to the decedent's affairs after death. 
Meanwhile, the certifier often knows few of the sorts of details that health departments wish to 
know about overdose deaths, such as route of administration or the source of the drug. To the 
extent possible, health departments hope that certifiers will provide information in the "how 
Injury Occurred" field concerning information about the decedent's medical history that directly 
pertains to the cause of death, the route of administration, the drug source, and the type of drug 
formulation. Avoid  the use of personal identifiers in this section, as such information may 
impede attempts to create dc-identified data for public health work and may later prove to he 
incorrect. 

Where Injury Occurred 

Death certificates require a certifier to describe where and when the injury occurred. This 
can be difficult or impossible with overdoses. No one but the decedent may know where the 
decedent used the drug, or the decedent may have used one drug in one location and another drug 
later in a separate location. If the place of substance use is not known, then it is appropriate to 
enter the place where the decedent became unresponsive or was found dead.-5' ' 
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