
Understanding Death Data Quality:  
Cause of Death from Death Certificates 
  
 

Death certificates are a powerful tool for understanding how and why people die. Cause-of-death information is 
valuable to families and to public health – and getting it right matters.  
 

How Death Certificates Work 
When a person dies, the cause of death is determined by the certifier 
– the physician, medical examiner, or coroner who reports it on the 
death certificate. States register all death certificates and send them to 
the National Center for Health Statistics, where they are used to 
produce the nation’s official death statistics.  

Certifiers are asked to use their best medical judgment based on the 
available information and their expertise. When a definitive diagnosis 
cannot be made, but the circumstances are compelling within a 
reasonable degree of certainty, certifiers may include the terms 
“probable” or “presumed” in the cause-of-death statement. 

Cause of Death and COVID-19 
When COVID-19 is reported as a cause of death on the death certificate, it is coded and counted as a death due to COVID-19. 
COVID-19 should not be reported on the death certificate if it did not cause or contribute to the death.  

Things to Know About Cause-of-Death Data Quality 
Getting high quality cause-of-death information can be challenging, especially during emergencies. Certifiers may be faced 
with heavy workloads, may not have access to complete information about the death, or may not be well trained in how to 
prepare good quality cause-of-death statements.  

The quality of cause-of-death data depends on death certificates being complete and accurate.  
• Complete means describing a clear chain of events from the immediate to the underlying cause of death, reporting any 

other conditions that contributed to death, and providing information that is specific.  
• Accurate means reporting the correct conditions as causes of death. 

Cause-of-death information is not perfect, but it is very useful. Current estimates are that about 20-30% of death certificates 
have issues with completeness. This does not mean they are inaccurate. However, higher quality information can give us an 
even better picture of what is happening. 

Making Death Certificate Data Better 
We are always working towards 100% completeness and accuracy of death certificates.   

• We monitor the quality of the data with ongoing review of death certificates as they are received and by following up 
with state vital records offices to verify and correct inaccuracies. 

• We provide trainings and tools to help certifiers, such as online courses to improve cause-of-death reporting and a 
Cause of Death mobile app.  

• We offer death certificate reporting guidance – and tailor advice to specific topics like COVID-19 – to help certifiers 
better complete the cause-of-death section on the death certificate. 

https://www.cdc.gov/nchs/nvss/improving_cause_of_death_reporting.htm
https://www.cdc.gov/nchs/nvss/mobile-app.htm
https://www.cdc.gov/nchs/nvss/training-and-instructional-materials.htm
https://www.cdc.gov/nchs/covid19/coding-and-reporting.htm
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