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Note. Estimates indicate that illicit opiates comprised 15.8% of all positive opiate tests in 2015; that figure increased to 25.6% by 2020.


Coding of substance use circumstances, according to the NVDRS codebook

5.3.8 Alcohol problem: CME/LE_AlcoholProblem 
Definition: 
Person has alcohol dependence or alcohol problem. 
Response Options: 
0 No, Not Available, Unknown 
1 Yes 
Discussion: 
▪ Code as “Yes” if the victim was perceived by self or others to have a problem with, or to be addicted to, alcohol. There does not need to be any indication that the alcohol problem directly contributed to the death. 
▪ A victim who is noted as participating in an alcohol rehabilitation program or treatment — including self-help groups and 12-step programs — should be coded as “Yes” for “AlcoholProblem” even if the victim was noted as being currently sober. 
▪ A problem from the past (i.e., five years or more ago) that has resolved and no longer appears to apply should not be coded. 
▪ Do not code if victim was using alcohol in the hours preceding the incident, and there is no evidence of dependence or a problem. 



5.3.10 Other substance problem: CME/LE_SubstanceAbuseOther 
Definition: 
Person has a non-alcohol related substance abuse problem. 
Response Options: 
0 No, Not Available, Unknown 
1 Yes 
Discussion: 
Code as “Yes” if the victim was perceived by self or others to have a problem with, or to be addicted to drugs other than alcohol. There does not need to be any indication that the addiction directly contributed to the death. “SubstanceAbuseOther” can be endorsed if a victim was noted as using illicit drugs (such as heroin or cocaine), abusing prescription medications (such as pain relievers or Valium), or regularly using inhalants (e.g., sniffing gas). 
▪ A victim who is noted as participating in a drug rehabilitation program or treatment, including self-help groups and 12-step programs, should be coded as “Yes” for “SubstanceAbuseOther” even if the victim was noted as being currently clean. 
▪ A problem from the past (i.e., five years or more ago) that has resolved and no longer appears to apply should not be coded. 
▪ If the victim is mentioned as using illicit drugs, even if addiction or abuse is not specifically mentioned, code “SubstanceAbuseOther” as “Yes.” 
▪ The exception to this is marijuana use. For marijuana, the use must be noted as chronic, abusive, or problematic (e.g., “victim smoked marijuana regularly,” “victim’s family indicated he had been stoned much of the past month”). 
▪ If marijuana was used at the time of the incident, and there is no evidence of regular use, addiction, or abuse, code to “Other circumstance.” 
▪ The phrase “history of drug abuse” is sufficient to justify endorsing “SubstanceAbuseOther,” unless it is noted that the victim is no longer a drug user. 
▪ Previously attempting suicide via overdose is not sufficient justification for endorsing “SubstanceAbuseOther” in the absence of other information. 
▪ Do not code based on toxicology findings because multiple reasons could explain the presence of the substances. 

Note: As of August 2013, a victim who takes methadone is no longer assumed to be in treatment for heroin addiction and should be coded as “No” unless other information is available (e.g., taking methadone as part of substance abuse treatment). Please note that the victim is taking methadone on the toxicology page.
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Positive Cases Cases Tested Positive/Tested Tested / Total Positive / Total

Alcohol 7,117 21,433               33.2% 97.9% 32.5%

Antidepressants 3,496 8,748                 40.0% 40.0% 16.0%

Benzodiazepines 2,672 11,786               22.7% 53.9% 12.2%

Opiates 2,613 11,951               21.9% 54.6% 11.9%

  Illicit forms 564

Marijuana 1,669 8,767                 19.0% 40.1% 7.6%

Amphetamine 1,130 10,396               10.9% 47.5% 5.2%

Anticonvulsants 1,131 8,131                 13.9% 37.2% 5.2%

Cocaine 500 11,234               4.5% 51.3% 2.3%

Antipsychotics 800 7,134                 11.2% 32.6% 3.7%

Carbon Monoxide 625 684                    91.4% 3.1% 2.9%

Barbiturates 190 10,293               1.8% 47.0% 0.9%

Note.  Toxicology data are missing for at least 5.4% (1306) of decedents. Only states with a toxicology test 

rate of at least 90% are included (Alaska, Connecticut, Maryland, Minnesota, New Hampshire, North 

Carolina, Rhode Island, and Utah).Illicit opiates include non-prescription forms, such as heroin and fentanyl.

Table A1. Common Substances Identified and/or Tested in Toxicology Reports of NVDRS 

Suicide Decedents in States with at least 90% toxicology test rate, 2015-2020.
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Figure Al. Percent of NVDRS Decedents with Positive Test Result
Among Those with Toxicology Reports, States with 90%+ Toxicology
Test Rate, 2015-2020
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