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Why is the Virginia Department of Health (VDH) changing their public data reporting
practices about drug overdose death data?

VDH previously used drug overdose death data from two sources for public reporting: death certificates
from the VDH Office of Vital Records (OVR) and death investigations from the VDH Office of the Chief
Medical Examiner (OCME). These data sources define drug overdose deaths slightly differently. Because
of this, drug overdose death counts are not the same between the two data sources. While VDH values
these two data sources to understand the impact of drug overdose deaths, the public reporting of drug
overdose death data in two separate ways has caused confusion among many audiences.

VDH made the decision to change how it publicly reports and communicates about drug overdose death
data to prevent confusion among public audiences. This change in public data reporting practices is for
VDH to have a unified voice when reporting drug overdose death data to the public.

Which data source will be used as the primary data source for publicly reporting drug
overdose deaths?

VDH has chosen to use death certificate data as the primary data source for reporting drug overdose
deaths to public audiences, including media. Key considerations in this decision included a national
standardized public health definition for drug overdose deaths, the ability to compare drug overdose
data across states using the standard definition, and a focus on Virginia residents, even if they die
outside of Virginia.

When is the change in effect?

Beginning May 12, 2025, VDH will use death certificate data as the primary data source for reporting
drug overdose deaths to the public, including the media. OCME death investigation data will still be
publicly available; see below for more information.
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What are the differences between death certificate data and death investigation

data?

VDH OCME investigates and certifies the cause of death on drug overdose death events that occur in

Virginia. The cause of death from the death investigation is put on the death certificate, which is then

entered into the Office of Vital Record’s Electronic Death Registration System (EDRS). Death certificates

are then certified by the National Center for Health Statistics. While there is significant overlap between

death certificate data and OCME death data, there are four main differences:
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How drug overdose deaths are classified,

The residence of the person who died,

Where the death occurred, and

Which substances are included.

Drug overdose deaths using the death certificate data definition:

1.

Are classified using International Classification of Diseases, 10 version (ICD-10) underlying
cause-of-death codes. This definition is used by the CDC and the World Health Organization
(WHO).

Only include Virginia residents. Death certificate data include Virginia residents who died of

a drug overdose in Virginia or out of state. Death certificate data do not include out-of-state
residents who die in Virginia.

Are based on where the Virginia resident was living in Virginia at time of death. The death
certificate data definition is not based on the Virginia locality in which the person died.

Do not include alcohol-, gas-, or vapor-only overdoses. Those are considered non-drug
poisoning deaths.

Drug overdose deaths using the death investigation data definition:

1.

Are classified using a definition that is unique to VDH OCME. This definition was created by
physicians and other healthcare professionals. This definition may or may not be the same
in other states.

Only includes unnatural deaths that occur in Virginia, regardless of the person’s residence at

time of death, in collaboration with law enforcement. This includes Virginia residents and
out-of-state residents. Death investigation data do not include Virginia residents who died
of a drug overdose out of state.

Are based on where the event (overdose) resulting in death occurred in Virginia. The OCME
death definition is not based on what Virginia locality the person was living in at time of
death.

Do include alcohol-, gas-, or vapor-only overdoses. This does not include carbon monoxide
deaths.


https://www.cdc.gov/nchs/hus/topics/drug-overdose-deaths.htm#definitions
https://www.vdh.virginia.gov/medical-examiner/about-the-medical-examiner/
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Is one data source better than the other?

No. Both death certificate data and death investigation data are important for understanding the
burden of drug overdose deaths and how drug overdose impacts Virginia. This change in public data
reporting practices is for VDH to have a unified voice when reporting drug overdose death data to the
public.

OCME investigates unnatural deaths, including drug overdoses, and determines the cause and manner
of death for cases within their jurisdiction and completes the death certificate. Without death
investigation data from OCME and medical examiners or coroners in other states, there would be no
way to determine how many deaths were due to a drug overdose and therefore documented in the
death certificate. Without OCME death investigation data, VDH would also not know how many out-of-
state residents died in Virginia. Without death certificate data, the United States and Virginia would not
have a standardized way to count how many people died of a drug overdose to inform public health
prevention efforts. VDH would also not know how many Virginia residents died of a drug overdose out

of state.

Will death investigation data still be available publicly?

Yes. OCME data reports will still be available on the VDH website. Annual reports required for national
accreditation purposes and Quarterly Drug Death Reports will remain available. A reference note will

appear on the OCME Forensic Epidemiology webpage directing individuals to the VDH Drug Overdose

Deaths data dashboard and information page.

Are VDH staff available to help with any questions?

Yes, please email overdose@vdh.virginia.gov with any questions.
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https://www.vdh.virginia.gov/medical-examiner/about-the-medical-examiner/
https://www.vdh.virginia.gov/medical-examiner/annual-reports/
https://www.vdh.virginia.gov/medical-examiner/forensic-epidemiology/
https://www.vdh.virginia.gov/drug-overdose-data/overdose-deaths/
https://www.vdh.virginia.gov/drug-overdose-data/overdose-deaths/
mailto:overdose@vdh.virginia.gov
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