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International Overdose Awareness 
Day — August 31, 2018

August 31, 2018, is International Overdose Awareness Day, a 
global event to raise awareness that death from drug overdose is 
preventable. Goals include increasing awareness about the risk for 
overdose, reducing stigma associated with drug overdose deaths, 
providing information about community services, and prevent-
ing and reducing drug-related harm by supporting evidence-
based policy and practice (https://www.overdoseday.com).

The opioid overdose epidemic, which killed over 42,000 
Americans in 2016 (1), has included three interrelated waves 
since 1999 (2). The first included increases in overdose deaths 
related to prescription opioids. In 2010, the second wave 
began and was characterized by a rapid increase in deaths 
involving heroin. The third and current wave, which began 
in 2013, is associated with a rapid increase in deaths involving 
synthetic opioids, such as illicitly manufactured fentanyl and 
fentanyl analogs. Varying circumstances have been associated 
with each of these waves, and their intersection presents a 
unique challenge for a focused and comprehensive response.

Opioid deaths, particularly those involving illicit opioids, 
continue to increase. As described in a report in this issue of 
MMWR, illicit opioids were detected in approximately three of 
four opioid overdose deaths compared with nearly four of 10 for 
prescription opioids in 11 states examined. Enhanced surveillance 
for opioid overdose deaths facilitates the classification of deaths 
involving prescription and illicit opioids as well as identifying 
missed opportunities for prevention and response. Further 
information on CDC’s state efforts and opioid overdose data 
is available at https://www.cdc.gov/drugoverdose/index.html.
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In 2016, 63,632 drug overdose deaths occurred in the 
United States, 42,249 (66.4%) of which involved opioids 
(1). The development of prevention programs are hampered 
by a lack of timely data on specific substances contribut-
ing to and circumstances associated with fatal overdoses. 
This report describes opioid overdose deaths (referred to as 
opioid deaths) for decedents testing positive for prescrip-
tion opioids (e.g., oxycodone and hydrocodone), illicit 
opioids (e.g., heroin, illicitly manufactured fentanyl, and 
fentanyl analogs), or both prescription and illicit opioids, 
and describes circumstances surrounding the overdoses, in 
11 states participating in CDC’s Enhanced State Opioid 
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