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Differentiating Between Suicidal and Accidental Drug Overdoses 

 
One of the important components of a medicolegal death investigation is the certification of the manner 
of death. For a drug-related death, this usually involves determining between “accident” and “suicide.” In 
rare cases, a classification of “undetermined” may be best. A thorough investigation, complete with scene 
investigation, record review, interviews, autopsy, and toxicology, will inform this determination.  
 
Relevant Terminology 

• Manner of death (MOD): A classification system based on the circumstances under which death 
occurred; usually consists of an accident, homicide, natural, suicide, and undetermined. The 
manner of death listed on the death certificate is used for public health and vital statistics 
purposes. 

• Accident: Death due to any external factors that are not self-inflicted, including self-harm 
without intent to cause death, a motor vehicle crash that does not suggest suicide or homicide, 
and unexpected or unforeseen death due to injury or poisoning without intent to harm or cause 
death. 

• Homicide: Traumatic death occurring at the hand of another person (either by commission or 
omission). Demonstration of intent to harm is not necessarily required. Death as a result of a 
volitional act committed by another person (e.g., injury, poisoning). The classification of 
homicide does not necessarily indicate that a crime was committed.  

• Natural: Death due solely to natural disease. No contributing factors or trauma.  
• Suicide: Death resulting from a fatal self-inflicted trauma with intent to injure self at the time of 

injury. Death resulting from intentional/volitional self-inflicted act.  
• Undetermined: Manner of death used when the information pointing to one manner of death is 

no more compelling than another when the circumstances surrounding the death are unknown. 
A designation for deaths where more than one manner of death can be reasonably considered.  

• Prescription drug monitoring program (PDMP): State-based electronic database for the tracking 
of the prescription and dispensation of drugs. 
 

Key Takeaways 
• A thorough medicolegal death investigation begins at the scene, and findings at the scene will 

help inform the next steps to take in the investigation, and ultimately, the determination of the 
manner of death. This includes obvious findings such as a suicide note and/or an empty bottle of 
recently filled medication. It can also extend to items such as why the decedent was where they 
were at the time of their death, indicators of substance use or misuse, or finding documents 
indicative of financial and/or marital troubles. A review of records including PDMP, criminal, and 
medical, along with information from interviews also informs the certifier regarding the most 
appropriate determination of manner of death. 
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• For most drug-related deaths, the manner of death is best classified as “accident.” If there is clear 
evidence from the scene investigation and autopsy to indicate that the decedent was attempting 
to cause their death by the ingestion of a substance(s), the manner of death should be certified 
as “suicide.” However, if there are findings at autopsy indicative of suicide but no findings from 
the investigation to indicate evidence of self-harm (or vice versa), a classification of 
“undetermined” for the manner of death is appropriate for public health and public safety 
certification.  

 
To learn more about differentiating between suicidal and accidental drug overdose, check out the 

session recording and slides or email odfitecho@astho.org for more information. 
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